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Preface 


Welcome to the world of “Age,” a novel that 
seeks to entertain and immerse you in a realm 
where espionage meets speculative fiction. As the 
author, Justin Marshall, | invite you to embark on a 
journey through a narrative that | envision 
extending beyond these pages into a rich tapestry 
of stories. 


While “Age” may initially present itself as a spy 
thriller, it is much more than that. It’s a foray into a 
world of intrigue where the boundaries between 
reality and imagination blur. Within these chapters, 
you'll encounter a cast of characters navigating a 
landscape where secrets are currency and trust is a 
rare commodity. 


One of the core ambitions of “Age” is world- 
building. Through intricate detail and vivid imagery, 
| aim to transport you to a realm brimming with 
possibility and intrigue. Every corner of this world is 
teeming with untold stories waiting to be 
discovered. Yet, amidst the espionage and intrigue 
lies a narrative crafted with a unique perspective. 
While paying homage to the conventions of the spy 
genre, “Age” charts its course, offering readers a 
fresh take on familiar tropes. 


As you delve into the “Age” pages, | encourage 
you to immerse yourself fully in this world. Let your 
imagination roam freely, for within these words lie 


endless possibilities and adventures waiting to be 
uncovered. 


So, dear reader, prepare to embark on a 
journey. Welcome to “Age.” 
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Chapter 1: A King’s Ransom 


Present Day 


Beneath the colossal vessel, Lady Verona, the 
mighty expanse of the ocean unfurled like an 
untamed beast, its frothy waves crashing against 
the prow with an insatiable hunger. A relic of naval 
might, Lady Verona was perfectly suited for the 
treacherous Southern Ocean. 


Mato, a fearless agent of the renowned Unseen 
Division, reached out to Captain Laughlin, a 
weathered veteran with twenty years of 
distinguished service in the Royal Navy. Even the 
seasoned captain was impressed by Mato's 
strategic prowess, and together, they had arranged 
to meet at the far end of South America on the war- 
ravaged Falkland Islands. 


This was a place steeped in conflict between 
Britain and Argentina. The Falkland War of 1982 
had been a bitter and bloody struggle between the 
two nations. Britain's quest to exploit the natural 
resources and people had sparked deep 
resentment among the Falkland Islanders. Nicholas 
Ridley, the fiery Minister of State, Foreign Affairs, 
had become the controversial face of Britain's 
ambitions, further fueling the islanders’ anger. In 
response to their defiance, Ridley met their 
protests with disdain, and war erupted by the 
arrival of spring. 
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"We should have taken more precautions, Mato, 
fortified our defenses," Captain Laughlin 
commented with a tinge of regret. 


"No need, Captain. | appreciate your trust in my 
plan," Mato reassured him with unwavering 
confidence. 


Captain Laughlin held Mato and The Unseen 
Division in the highest regard, recognizing their 
noble Agency as surpassing all others in terms of 
efficiency and effectiveness. Mato shared the 
captain’s sentiment, even though he was keenly 
aware that their Agency's existence, like the 
current state of the world itself, was born from the 
ceaseless power struggles of humanity. 


Captain Laughlin's thoughts were momentarily 
drawn away from the treacherous waters of the 
Wendell Sea, landing instead on the haunting tale 
of The Endurance. He started recounting the tale 
out loud to Zip and Mato. “It was a doomed vessel 
from the start. Standing at 144 feet, it faced its 
tragic demise during Ernest Shackleton's ill-fated 
expedition in 1915.” 


“Are you talking about The Endurance?” Mato 
asked. 


“Aye, | remember the news had just broken that 
this legendary vessel was thought to be lost to the 
depths of Antarctica’s unforgiving embrace, and it 
had just been discovered. Silently resting nearly 
10,000 feet below the ocean’s surface.” 
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“Have you any news of what happened after?” 
“Nothing you don’t already know.” 


“Can you imagine? Drowned to Antarctica's 
depths, the land is a piece of eternal ice and frigid 
isolation. Imagine how desolate the depths of the 
ocean would be?” Mato wondered out loud. 


“This desolate region is surprisingly teeming 
with life. It holds scarce human and natural-made 
structures, where the foundation of life thrives. 
Fledgling anemones, sea squirts, and other resilient 
creatures cling to these rare havens, thriving 
amidst the icy depths. Despite the conditions, life 
finds a way to survive against all odds. The 
darkness is abundant with nutrients to help sustain 
life.” Captain Laughlin explained. 


The revelation of life's hidden resilience had 
always struck a chord with Captain Laughlin, who 
had witnessed the harshness of the Antarctic 
landscape firsthand. It was a testament to the 
relentless cycle of survival, where the harshest 
environments often concealed the most incredible 
nourishment. In Antarctica's frozen world, sunlight 
was a rare and precious visitor. Only for half a year 
did it peek through the icy darkness, reaching the 
ocean floor and fueling the growth of tiny 
organisms. 


As Captain Laughlin guided his ship through the 
icy waters of the Wendell Sea, The Endurance's 
discovery resonated profoundly within him. It 
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symbolized not only the indomitable spirit of 
exploration that had driven Shackleton and his 
crew but also the enduring mysteries that lay 
hidden beneath the surface of our world. It was a 
testament to the resilience of the human spirit and 
the profound beauty that emerged from the darkest 
corners of existence. 


In this vast, icy tableau, the narrative unfolded 
—a story of survival against insurmountable odds, a 
testament to the interconnectedness of life, and 
the ethereal dance between light and darkness. 
The juxtaposition of desolation and abundance, the 
treacherous depths concealing a thriving 
ecosystem, echoed the enigmatic themes found in 
the most profound cinematic masterpieces. As 
Laughlin sailed through the unforgiving waters, he 
carried a newfound appreciation for the hidden 
wonders of the Antarctic abyss. It served as a 
poignant reminder that even in the bleakest of 
environments, life persevered and that hope and 
sustenance could be found within the depths of 
despair. Captain Laughlin stood on the deck of a 
modern naval ship, Lady Verona—a marvel of 
technological advancement that sailed a hundred 
times faster than the vessels of 1915. As he 
surveyed the icy waters stretching before him, he 
turned to his trusted companion, Zip, a seasoned 
sailor and the ship’s lieutenant who had weathered 
countless storms by his side. 
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Captain Laughlin's voice resonated with a 
mixture of awe and reverence as he pointed toward 
a distant landmass. 


“You see this, Mato? This is Elephant Island!” he 
exclaimed, his words resonated, laden with the 
weight of history. 


"It was here, amidst these unforgiving shores, 
that Shackleton and his crew found solace—a 
haven that prevented them from succumbing to the 
icy embrace of the Wendell Sea. Without this 
island, their fate would have been sealed by a 
colossal block of ice." 


The magnitude of Shackleton's struggle and 
triumph hung in the air like an ethereal presence. 
Captain Laughlin, a naval knowledge and history 
custodian, felt a deep connection to those who had 
braved these perilous waters before him. He 
understood the immense sacrifices and relentless 
determination that had defined Shackleton's 
expedition. 


With a solemn expression, Captain Laughlin 
continued, his voice held a note of profound 
admiration. 


“You see these saunas,” he said, gesturing 
towards the ship's cutting-edge facilities. “They 
produce heat shock proteins. In this harsh weather, 
the body's temperature needs to rise. The higher, 
the better. It's a battle against the freezing cold 
that seeks to penetrate our very bones. Truly are a 
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testament to modern ingenuity.” They stood as a 
symbol of humanity's unyielding spirit, harnessing 
technology to adapt to the relentless forces of 
nature. In the face of the adversity of such a harsh 
climate, the human body needed every advantage 
it could muster, and the ship's advanced facilities 
offered a means to bolster resilience and combat 
the elements. 


Captain Laughlin gazed at Elephant Island; he 
contemplated the enduring legacy of those who 
had come before him. The expeditions of 
yesteryear had forged a path of exploration, 
pushed the boundaries of human capability, and 
revealed the indomitable spirit that resided within 
each sailor's heart. In this frozen wilderness, the 
strength of character and unwavering 
determination had become a source of inspiration— 
a reminder of the courage required to venture into 
the unknown. 


Captain Laughlin and his crew pressed forward 
with renewed purpose, their ship slicing through 
the frigid waters with unparalleled speed and 
efficiency. The legacy of Shackleton and his crew 
served as their guiding light. In the midst of the 
Wendell Sea's treacherous embrace, Captain 
Laughlin's ship and the crew represented the 
embodiment of progress and human ingenuity, 
carrying the torch of exploration and discovery into 
the unknown. 
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With every passing moment, they honored the 
legacy of Shackleton, recognizing the debt they 
owed to those who had come before—a debt that 
could only be repaid by navigating the perilous 
waters with courage, wisdom, and an unyielding 
determination to forge ahead. Captain Laughlin's 
mind drifted back to the profound conversation he 
had shared with Ric, a marine biogeographer of 
eminent stature hailing from the prestigious British 
Antarctic Survey. Ric's erudition on the perils 
lurking within the Wendell Sea and his intricate 
knowledge of the wondrous marine life dwelling in 
those icy depths left an indelible impression upon 
the captain's mind—a mosaic of insights and facts 
demanding his keen attention and admiration. 


In their exchange, Ric unveiled the secrets of 
evolution's artistry that lay woven within the fabric 
of these frigid waters. The creatures that thrived in 
this realm had undergone extraordinary 
adaptations over countless millennia—a testament 
to the resolute spirit of life itself. Their formidable 
physiology and exquisite genetic makeup were 
honed to withstand the relentless assault of 
temperatures plunging well below the inhospitable 
threshold of -2 degrees Celsius. 


Their very existence stood as an audacious 
rebellion against the harshness of their 
environment—a testament to their resilience and 
unwavering perseverance. These denizens of the 
deep, these champions of survival, possessed an 
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exceptional capacity for longevity—a prolonged 
journey through the annals of time that defied the 
norms of mortality. 


With the passage of centuries and millennia, 
they transcended the confines of existence, gracing 
the watery abyss with their formidable presence. 
These majestic behemoths stood as living 
testaments to the potency of adaptation, growing 
to astounding proportions and defying the 
limitations imposed by their inhospitable habitat. 
Captain Laughlin, his mind astir with the profundity 
of Ric's revelations, contemplated the paradox that 
unfolded before him. 


Within the icy depths of the Wendell Sea, where 
life teetered on the precipice of annihilation, a 
symphony of existence played out—composed of 
the subtle interplay of adaptation, perseverance, 
and evolutionary mastery. It was as if nature, the 
eternal maestro, had orchestrated a grand opus, 
conducting a magnificent ballet where survival 
danced hand-in-hand with grace. 


Captain Laughlin's spirit soared with awe and 
reverence in the presence of such extraordinary 
marine marvels. He understood the significance of 
these revelations, appreciating the sheer audacity 
of life that defied the odds and carved a niche 
within the frozen expanse. The dance of survival, 
encapsulated within these deep-sea creatures, 
wove a tapestry of biological wonder—a testament 
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to the perpetual quest for existence that 
reverberated throughout the ages. 


As the captain journeyed through the Wendell 
Sea, he carried within him the weight of knowledge 
imparted by Ric—a treasure trove of wisdom that 
illuminated the boundless beauty and_ innate 
strength within nature's realms. With each passing 
day, he beheld the wonders of the deep with 
renewed reverence, perpetually humbled by the 
grandeur of existence and the fragile tapestry that 
connected all life forms within this majestic aquatic 
domain. 


Amidst their journey, a comrade's mind slipped 
into disillusionment, his grip on reality faltering. 
Some attributed his state to the outdated rations 
they consumed, while others speculated that the 
mesmerizing allure of the vast ocean had played 
tricks on his senses. Visions filled his mind, perhaps 
influenced by tales of legendary sea creatures like 
Moby Dick or the menacing presence of Jaws. The 
colossal size of these mythical beasts, comparable 
to that of towering industrial buildings, took hold of 
their imaginations. 


Their comrade’s thoughts were drawn to the 
imposing skyscrapers that symbolized human 
achievement and filled him with a sense of awe 
mingled with trepidation. The massive man-made 
structures paled in comparison to colossal sea 
creatures. In the face of such imposing 
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magnificence, one couldn’t help but question their 
existence in the mysterious underwater realm. 


Captain Laughlin couldn't shake the parallel 
between their journey and the timeless tale of 
Captain Ahab from "Moby Dick." The haunting 
narrative echoed in his mind, the relentless pursuit 
of an elusive foe becoming a metaphor for the 
relentless pursuit of their own goals amidst the 
unforgiving seas. 


In a moment of introspection, he pondered his 
role as a leader, questioning whether he, too, might 
harbor doubts about his place in this vast and 
unpredictable domain. The ocean's hypnotic 
embrace, its mesmerizing depths, and unexplored 
mysteries beckoned the human spirit with an equal 
mix of fascination and fear. Yet, amidst the 
trepidation and uncertainty, Captain Laughlin held 
onto the unwavering determination that drove him 
forward. 


He recognized that the ocean demanded 
respect, offering glimpses of its awe-inspiring 
wonders while reminding them of their 
insignificance in the grand scheme of nature's 
creations. 


As the journey through the Wendell Sea 
continued, Captain Laughlin and his crew grappled 
with the profound sense of humility that comes 
from confronting the vastness of the natural world. 
They pressed on, embracing the challenge and the 
lessons it imparted. With each passing day, they 
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grew more aware of their place within the 
interconnected tapestry of existence, forever 
shaped by the timeless power and mysteries of the 
sea. 


A bone-chilling breeze swept through the ship, 
sending shivers down the spines of the crew, 
relentlessly haunting them every half hour. The 
freezing depths of the Southern Ocean near the 
Antarctic were a realm of icy dread. Captain 
Laughlin sought solace in his flask, clutching it 
tightly to ward off the piercing cold that seemed to 
seep into his very bones. Mato keenly observed the 
captain's peculiar behavior and his unwavering 
attention to the aging sailor Zip, who served him 
with an almost fanatical loyalty, carrying out his 
orders with meticulous precision. 


“Let me tell you, lad, a couple of years back, | 
found my true calling,” Laughlin began, his voice 
heavy with a myriad of memories. “After leaving 
the Navy, | embraced civilian life and ventured into 
the world of fishing. My odyssey began in Portugal, 
a country renowned for its voracious appetite for 
fish. There, | discovered a lucrative opportunity 
within Portugal's vast economic zone and started 
reaping great profits in a mere three years.” 


“Captain, please enlighten our esteemed Agent 
about the incredible catch,” Zip interjected eagerly, 
his eyes gleaming with excitement. 


Captain Laughlin shot Zip a stern glance, 
cautioning him against revealing too much. "Rest 
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assured, Captain, your personal affairs are not of 
concern to me," Mato interjected firmly, seeking to 
dissuade the aging sailor. 


However, Zip persisted, driven by a fervent 
desire to inspire and encourage Mato through the 
challenges ahead. Mato regarded Zip with a 
mixture of suspicion and curiosity before turning 
his attention back to Captain Laughlin. "Well then, 
Captain Laughlin, please proceed," Mato urged, his 
tone laced with anticipation. 


The captain hesitated for a moment; his eyes 
clouded with the weight of his experiences. Then, 
he began to share his story. "When | embarked on 
my journey, | believed | was following the righteous 
path within my heart. But the seas of Portugal 
revealed a dark underbelly that plagued the fishing 
industry." 


His voice grew somber as he recounted tales of 
corruption and abuse of power within the 
Portuguese Navy. This institution sought to 
maintain control through force and involvement in 
illicit activities. 

"The reconciliation between Britain and America 
during the world wars proved to be both a blessing 
and a curse," Laughlin continued, alluding to his 
long and storied career as a Royal Navy captain, 
which had made him many enemies. 


“In those perilous waters, had the Portuguese 
Navy discovered my true identity, | would have met 
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a swift and merciless demise. If it weren’t for The 
Unseen Division's vital role in preserving the 
delicate balance of power during times of internal 
strife, | would be in deep trouble,” Laughlin 
recounted. 


With its breathtaking coastal waters, Portugal 
had become a haven for individuals driven solely by 
profit. They immersed themselves in insidious 
schemes, ranging from drug trafficking to arms 
smuggling, cleverly cloaked beneath the facade of 
the commercial fishing trade. "They sought to test 
our loyalty, my loyalty," Laughlin whispered, 
casting a wary glance at Zip. Mato deduced that 
the two men were partners in their illicit ventures. 
The boundaries between legality and criminality 
had intentionally been blurred, enabling Laughlin 
and Zip operated discreetly while remaining under 
the radar to thrive within the commercial fishing 
industry. 


Curiosity burning within him, Mato inquired, “So, 
what is the significance of sharing all this with me?” 


Laughlin's expression turned from pride to one 
tinged with foreboding, his eyes betraying a sense 
of deep-seated apprehension. 


“Well, Mato, the point is... to open your eyes, 
kid,” he replied, his voice filled with a mixture of 
caution and warning. “The territory we're up 
against... it sends shivers down my spine. You still 
have the vigor of youth, so it might not affect you 
as much. | remember when I was young...” 
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The intertwined narrative of Laughlin and Zip 
unfolded like a timeless trilogy, a saga etched upon 
the annals of history. 


Their journey, akin to the ebb and flow of 
existence itself, bore witness to the eternal struggle 
between good and evil, war and peace—a 
ceaseless battle of ideologies that defined the very 
fabric of human existence. And yet, amidst the 
tumultuous tides of destiny, they found solace in 
the unwavering commitment to their chosen path— 
a path illuminated by steadfast conviction. 
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“Zip and | used to embark upon great 
adventures in the early stages of our naval careers. 
We were two souls yearning to imbue their lives 
with purpose and meaning. In those formative 
years, our aspirations aligned, our shared dreams 
propelling us forward with relentless determination. 


“Oh, but beneath all that camaraderie, the two 
of us were as different as any two people in the 
Same career could get. Your love and affinity for 
the maritime realm surpasses even my own. On the 
other hand, | did not hold the same affection. My 
heart was drawn to other facets of life,” Zip added. 


Acknowledging this inherent difference, Laughlin 
couldn't help but jest, a wry smile adorning his face 
as he uttered, "Ah, but dear Zip, it is an undeniable 
truth that the seas possess my heart in ways 
beyond compare." His eyes scanned Zip's 
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countenance as if attempting to fathom the depths 
of his companion's mind—a labyrinth of thoughts 
that sometimes appeared two sizes too short. 


Yet, despite their contrasting inclinations, 
Laughlin found solace in their unyielding bond, 
which withstood the test of time and myriad 
challenges. Amidst their shared memories, one 
particular recollection resurfaced in Laughlin's mind 
—the memory of a long-awaited double date they 
had meticulously planned during the early days of 
their naval voyage. It was a moment of respite, a 
chance to navigate through the regimented 
routines of their lives and embrace the joys of 
companionship. His thoughts took him down the 
corridors of his memories. Laughlin remembered 
being young, adorned in his formal navy attire. He 
carried himself with an air of authority at that age, 
his very presence commanding attention. Furrows, 
etched deep upon his brow, are a testament to his 
countless responsibilities, their weight evident in 
every furrowed line. As Laughlin traversed the 
corridors of his memories, he marveled at the 
passage of time and the formidable challenges they 
had surmounted together. The essence of their 
collective journey resonated within his soul, 
steeped in duty and a sense of purpose. It was a 
calling that transcended the realm of mere 
occupation, elevating them to the role of guardians 
entrusted with the safety and well-being of their 
crew and their nation. 
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In this grand symphony of life, Laughlin and Zip 
had become the guardians of their paths, 
connected by a bond formed through shared 
experiences. Like the pages of a well-read book, 
their journey told the story of their growth and 
transformation, shaped by duty, honor, and a 
strong sense of purpose. As they navigated through 
life together, their hearts remained steadfast and 
united, forever intertwined by the beautiful 
tapestry of their shared story. 


“With uncontainable excitement in my heart, | 
eagerly looked forward to connecting with Ms. 
Levy. She was a Captivating fashion student from 
London. Destiny had brought us together at the 
Royal Navy Dockyards, and | felt grateful for the 
opportunity,” he recounted to Zip and Mato. “It was 
there, in the presence of her esteemed father, the 
Captain of the Dockyard, that our paths first 
converged,” Laughlin couldn't help but chuckle 
inwardly at the irony, grateful that his ardent 
admirer, Anna Levy's father, had yet to capture his 
attention. “It seemed Lady Luck had bestowed her 
favor upon me, gifting me with the perfect 
opportunity to woo the fair maiden.” 


Amidst the tender memories, Zip couldn't help 
but interject with his trademark humor, quipping, 
“Ah, Captain, you were indeed a fortunate soul, 
blessed with the admiration of that fair young lass. 
| can assure you, the fates smiled kindly upon you.” 
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With mischievous glints in their eyes, Captain 
Laughlin and Mato contemplated the captivating 
presence of Ms. Levy. 


“Unbeknownst to us, our connection was more 
complex than it seemed, filled with surprising turns 
and delightful surprises. In the embrace of 
Greenwich Park, amidst London's busy streets, 
Anna and | discovered comfort. Like celestial 
bodies, our hearts moved closer each day, and our 
relationship blossomed.” 


Time had stood still, capturing the essence of 
their growing bond through stolen gazes, shared 
laughter, and the sound of leaves underfoot. 


As he recounted his and Anna’s love story, his 
words took him down to the warm, sunny day. 


Sitting on the grassy hillside, Laughlin and Anna 
appeared inseparable, sharing whispered secrets 
and stolen kisses. The world faded away as they 
embraced their deep connection, feeling the 
warmth of newfound love. In those special 
moments, time seemed to stand still, and their 
responsibilities lost weight, allowing them to focus 
solely on their affection. Yet, beneath their growing 
relationship, a mix of emotions swirled—a fragile 
balance of vulnerability and cautiousness. Both 
Laughlin and Anna carried the echoes of past 
heartbreaks and the lessons learned from them. In 
Greenwich Park, their love triumphed over doubts, 
creating a hopeful and beautiful connection. Days 
turned into weeks and weeks into months, 
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unveiling their love story like the petals of a rose, 
filling every interaction with a delightful aroma. 
Laughlin found comfort in Anna's presence, a 
guiding light amidst life's challenges. Their love 
conquered obstacles and bridged the gaps between 
their worlds. Laughlin and Anna crafted their 
destiny in Greenwich Park, navigating love's 
complexities. Their hearts beat as one, laughter 
resounding through time, a testament to the 
enduring power of human connection. 


Shaking his head off the memories, he 
continued recounting his tale. 


“We grew closer the more time we spent with 
each other. She told me about her friend, and | 
remember the notion of a lifelong companion who 
had assumed the role of an older sister intrigued 
me. Curious about Anna's revelation, | gently 
prompted her to delve deeper into her relationship 
with this enigmatic friend,” Captain Laughlin 
continued. 


“Penelope Maze was her friend’s name, and with 
the smile that danced on her face, | could tell that 
the mention of Penelope Maze must have stemmed 
from a conversation between Anna and her 
audacious friend. The allure of a double date,” 
Captain Laughlin could still picture her beautiful 
smile. A smile of his own tugged at the corners of 
Laughlin's lips, mirroring the glimmer of 
amusement sparkling in Anna's eyes. 
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“Ah, my dear Anna, you have unraveled my 
secret. Indeed, | do possess friends who might 
relish the prospect of accompanying us on this 
adventurous double date,” he confessed, the 
wheels of his mind already turning, envisioning the 
possibilities ahead. 


“As we talked, our plans started coming 
together like puzzle pieces fitting into place. Anna 
skillfully chose her words, ensuring each fit 
perfectly in her request. Our conversation unfolded 
like a dance, resembling an intricate puzzle. We 
mixed playful banter with sincere desires, creating 
an atmosphere of laughter and potential. We had 
undeniable chemistry, if | say so myself and our 
connection added a touch of magic and wonder to 
our life’s journey. And so, we made plans for our 
double date, working together like skilled artists 
creating something beautiful.” 


“| pieced together the perfect candidate for 
Penelope's affections. | told her we would have the 
prospective suitor ready for Friday to join her at the 
meeting around 7’Oclock. What would be better 
than having a delightful dinner beforehand, 
allowing our two esteemed guests to acquaint 
themselves? Her excitement was palpable.” 

The symphony of synchronicity playing out 
before them was a testament to the harmony of 


their intentions and the serendipitous alignment of 
the stars. 
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“I couldn't help but revel in the satisfaction of a 
plan coming together seamlessly, like a finely 
orchestrated symphony performed by the maestros 
of fate. That’s where Zip comes in.” 


“| remember as the two of us were getting 
ready for our dates. A playful banter erupted 
between us. My stern warning was met with a 
nonchalant wave of dismissal, accompanied by 
Zip's signature wit. | remember his exact response: 
‘Spare me your worries. You may be young and full 
of fire, but fear not, for I, Zip, am a man of charm 
and wit. Penelope shall find me most amusing, | 
assure you,’” Zip chuckled as Captain Laughlin 
recounted his exact words. “Zip was a whirlwind of 
imagination and creativity, even from an early age, 
regaling adults with tales of his imaginary friends. 
His room was a testament to this vibrant mind, 
adorned with trinkets and artifacts that sparked 
curiosity and wonder. My warning was no match for 
Zip's confident demeanor.” 


“Despite the occasional clash of opinions and 
perspectives, our friendship remained steadfast, a 
testament to our shared experiences and mutual 
respect,” Zip added. 


“AS we prepared for the evening's adventure, | 
couldn't help but feel a mix of excitement and 
trepidation. The stage was set, the actors ready, 
and the script of our double date awaited its 
unfolding. Unbeknownst to us, we would embark on 
a journey filled with laughter, unforeseen surprises, 
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and the potential for lifelong connections. It was a 
dance of fate and serendipity that we were both 
eager to partake in.” 


“Zip, with all his quirks and charm, had an 
uncanny ability to captivate those around him.” 


“Thank you,” Zip smiled at Captain Luaghlin’s 
words of praise. 


“The interior of the restaurant was the stage for 
our double date. It exuded an aura of undeniable 
expense and opulence, as if the world's most 
extravagant artisans had handcrafted every piece 
of furniture and every decorative element. It was 
where one could easily imagine a rogue gust of 
wind whisking away their wallets with a 
mischievous grin.” 


“Penelope had a keen intellect and razor-sharp 
wit that could cut through the thickest fog of 
pretension. She had a penchant for delving into the 
world of literature, passionately expounding on the 
significance of Europe's historical legacy in an age 
where the term "European" seemed to be nothing 
more than a vague notion, relegated to a realm 
known only to them.” 


“Let me take it from here, Captain,” and Zip 
started recounting their date. “I still remember her 
proclamation that day.” 


“America, my dear companions, makes it 
abundantly clear in every learning center that the 
British were nothing more than savages draped in 
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the finest fabrics, ready to pounce upon every 
unsuspecting soul in the New World. But let us not 
be so hasty to brand ourselves as mere savages! 
No, my dear friends, | prefer to think of us as 
bubble minds, floating in a sea of collective 
consciousness, where progress and duty converge 
like frothy waves crashing upon the shores of 
achievement." 


“Meanwhile, ever the animated presence at the 
table, Zip interjected with his characteristic charm.” 


“My dear Penelope, Zip chimed in his playful 
voice, the one he reserves for charming people. He 
said while | may not be as knowledgeable about 
literature as you, | strongly believe in the power of 
creativity and imagination. Together, we can 
unleash a surge of progress and innovation that will 
overcome any obstacles or challenges we face. So 
let's embark on this grand adventure with our 
minds brimming with ideas and our spirits soaring 
high,” Captain Laughlin parroted his friend’s words 
with a twinkle in his eyes. 


“They all burst into laughter at that,” Zip said 
proudly. 


“At that moment, | felt a special connection, as 
if we were in our little world of amusement and 
companionship.” Said Zip. 


“You're a proud Brit, Penelope | told her. You’re 
an intrepid traveler. Have you embraced every 
nook and cranny of this marvelous continent? | 
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asked her,” Zip continued explaining. “She 
responded that Europe held its unique charm and 
allure, from the rolling hills of the English 
countryside to the vineyards of Tuscany. | believe 
her exact words were, ‘There is an abundance of 
beauty to be found.’” 


“Oh. | remember because she piqued my 
interest in Penelope’s family history. Anna had told 
me that her family had roots in all parts of the 
world, including America. So | inquired about it, to 
which she said that her bloodline traces back to a 
lineage that has meandering paths through 
different continents. Wealth and heritage, you see, 
have a way of wandering and intermingling. But as 
they say, even the grandest fortunes must be 
divided among heirs.” 


Mato's voice cut through the air with a tinge of 
skepticism, interrupting their retelling. 


“Wait a second, Laughlin. Are you aware that 
this woman may have connections to royalty? What 
was her full name again?” Laughlin chuckled; his 
brows raised in bemusement. 


“Son, it was the early '80s, a time of big hair, 
questionable fashion choices, and the possibility 
that a name could be as fake as the neon lights of a 
disco club. But fear not, my dear Mato, for it was 
just a fleeting encounter, a single night in the grand 
tapestry of our lives.” Zip chimed in, a twinkle in his 
eye, “Ah, yes! And who can forget the enigmatic 
disappearance of this woman from our lives? A true 
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mystery that remains unsolved, shrouded in the 
mists of time.” 


Mato's curiosity shifted to Anna, his voice laced 
with intrigue. “And what about Anna? She's been 
happily married for twenty-five years, with a brood 
of four children.” 


Laughlin beamed with pride, his voice carrying a 
hint of nostalgia. 


“Ah, yes, dear Anna. A steadfast companion on 
this journey called life. She has built a beautiful life, 
cherishing the joys of marriage and motherhood. As 
for her long-lost friend Penelope, sometimes it's 
best to remember the good times and let the past 
remain a cherished memory.” 


A moment of contemplative silence washed over 
the table as they pondered the fleeting nature of 
connections and the beauty of preserving 
memories in the prism of time. 


In that instant, they embraced the wisdom of 
relishing the laughter and camaraderie they shared 
in the present rather than delving into the 
intricacies of a bygone era. And so, with a hearty 
laugh and a clink of glasses, they raised a toast to 
friendship, to the memories forged in the fires of 
youthful exuberance, and to the realization that 
sometimes, the pursuit of the past can be 
overshadowed by the joy of the present. “Well, 
within the Unseen, that’s not an option, pal or 
pals,” stated Mato. “Yeah, | can see that the more 
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and more time I’m closer to you...they train you 
guys well.” 


“Hey, Captain, we are closing in on a lot of ice.” 
Zip interjected. 


Laughlin's gaze shifted from the lighthearted 
banter to the pressing matters at hand. The 
urgency in Zip's voice made it clear that a serious 
situation was unfolding. As he looked towards the 
horizon, he noticed the ominous presence of vast 
ice formations creeping closer to their ship. It was 
as if nature itself was conspiring to test their 
mettle. 


Drawing upon his years of training and 
experience, Laughlin took command of the 
situation. 


“Prepare for evasive maneuvers,” he barked, his 
voice carrying the weight of authority. 


With urgency fueling their every move, the crew 
sprung into action, their agile and synchronized 
motions swiftly navigating the perilous maze of ice. 
The air crackled with tension as the ship skillfully 
maneuvered, dodging and weaving through the 
frozen labyrinth. 


Laughlin's eyes darted across the icy landscape, 
desperately scouting for the safest passage. Each 
decision carried weighty consequences, holding the 
fate of both ship and crew in a precarious balance. 
Amidst the frigid waters, the haunting symphony of 
creaking ice and echoing groans served as a 
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chilling reminder of the relentless dangers lurking 
in the abyss. The crew stood resolute, their 
determination unyielding in the face of relentless 
adversity. Laughlin's admiration for his crew 
swelled with each passing second, their painstaking 
training shining through as they tackled split- 
second decisions that separated triumph from 
catastrophe. 


In this crucible of crisis, their skills and 
camaraderie blazed into brilliance. Breaking free 
from the icy labyrinth, a collective exhalation of 
relief echoed through the air, the weight of tension 
crumbling away. Laughlin's stern countenance 
melted into a victorious smile, his gaze lingering on 
the crew, their weary yet triumphant visages 
basking in the hard-earned glory of surpassing the 
odds. Propelled by the Weddell Gyre within the 
sprawling expanse of the Weddell Sea, their vessels 
surged forward, leaving the icy guardians of the 
Antarctic hinterland behind. Captain Laughlin 
marveled at Mato's resolute determination as they 
sailed deeper into the boundless ocean, igniting a 
fire that carried them through the uncharted tides 
with unwavering enthusiasm. 


“To Africa, lad, we're like mere ants facing an 
armada,” he remarked, his voice filled with both 
admiration and a tinge of paternal pride as he 
patted Mato reassuringly on the shoulder. Looming 
ominously approximately twenty miles to the north, 
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the nation of Mauritius stood as a foreboding 
presence. 


Within the vast theater of the Earth's mighty 
oceans, the Indian Ocean emerged as a grand 
protagonist, distinguished by its beguiling charm 
that set it apart from its Southern counterpart. 
Here, where the cerulean waters danced with a hue 
of mesmerizing turquoise, a symphony of hues 
unfolded, painting an idyllic portrait of serenity and 
allure. Mauritius, nestled discreetly amidst this vast 
expanse of liquid wonder, revealed itself as a 
hidden gem of unparalleled splendor. Like a 
precious treasure bestowed upon the sea by some 
celestial force, this island sanctuary beckoned with 
an irresistible allure, capturing the hearts of brave 
souls who sought refuge from the ordinary. 


As the radiant sun ascended its celestial throne, 
casting its benevolent gaze upon the realm below, 
an ethereal transformation occurred. The island 
bathed in the sun's luminous glow, its radiant 
beams caressing every inch of its terrain. The 
warmth infused the air, electrifying the senses with 
an invigorating energy as if the very spirit of 
adventure had been awakened. 


In this oasis of vitality and wonder, every corner 
of Mauritius bore witness to the transformative 
touch of the sun's embrace. From the lush green 
valleys to the rugged cliffs that embraced the 
coast, each element of the island pulsed with life, 
exuding a palpable sense of vitality. It was as if the 
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very essence of nature had been stirred, awakening 
dormant spirits and igniting a fire within the hearts 
of those who roamed its shores. 


Mauritius became a haven for the seekers of the 
extraordinary, a sanctuary where the ordinary 
boundaries of existence faded into insignificance. 
Here, the soul could embark upon a profound 
journey of self-discovery, guided by the enchanting 
symphony of the ocean's whispers and the eternal 
rhythm of the tides. 


And so, beneath the boundless expanse of the 
cerulean sky, Mauritius stood as a testament to the 
harmonious interplay between land and sea, a 
testament to the ineffable beauty that blossoms 
when nature's elements converge. It beckoned 
intrepid explorers and dreamers alike, inviting them 
to surrender to its embrace, immerse themselves in 
its hues kaleidoscope, and partake in the grand 
adventure that awaited within its shores. 


Finally, Mato reached his destination, preparing 
to execute his mission. Clad in state-of-the-art 
diving gear specially designed by the Agency, he 
stood ready to make his move. 


“This is where | disembark, Captain. | need you 
to create a distraction,” Mato instructed with 
utmost clarity. 


Captain Laughlin responded with unwavering 
confidence, “Fear not, lad. He possesses a voice 
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that can command attention. It won't be a 
problem.” 


A subtle smile crept across  Laughlin's 
weathered face as he glanced knowingly at Zip. 


Mato made his way to the lockout trunk, 
preparing to immerse himself in the unknown 
depths, when suddenly, a deafening screech tore 
through the air, hurtling him forcefully into the 
frigid water below. Simultaneously, a powerful 
voice resonated from massive speakers 
strategically placed around Port Louis Harbor. 


“Hello! What brings you to our shores? | see 
you've brought along quite a military presence,” 
the voice thundered, echoes reverberating through 
the harbor. 


“We were informed by a soldier stationed at St. 
Paul that three naval vessels were enroute to 
Mauritius,” Laughlin explained, his eyes scrutinizing 
the soldiers of Mauritius who remained watchful, 
their movements precise. 


“Times have indeed changed. We didn't expect 
the British Royal Navy to take such a keen interest 
in our region. Usually, you conduct your business 
through ground units or intelligence, sometimes 
both,” the voice retorted. 


Laughlin realized that whoever was behind this 
display of power possessed substantial resources 
and influence. 
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“It seems we are not particularly welcome 
within the confines of this port,” Laughlin replied, 
his head bowed in respectful acknowledgment. 
Gesturing for his men to assume defensive 
positions, he prepared to withdraw from the harbor. 
The soldiers of Mauritius observed in silence, their 
watchful gazes giving away nothing. Mato, driven 
by his exceptional training and skills, required no 
additional firepower for his mission. 


With the ships maneuvering away from the 
harbor, they retreated into the vast expanse of the 
open ocean, the same unforgiving expanse from 
which they had set sail. Suddenly, a thunderous 
boom shattered the tranquility of the calm waves, 
ripping open a massive void wider than the jaws of 
any sea predator. It swallowed the three naval 
vessels whole, dragging them into the depths with 
anguished cries that echoed through the air, 
fleeting yet filled with despair. 


Now, the ships had vanished from sight, leaving 
behind a gravely injured Mato Lewis lying on the 
shores of Mauritius, his consciousness rapidly 
slipping away. 
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Chapter 2: The Unseen 
Division 


“Knowledge is not confined to the realm of organic 
beings; it can also be gleaned from artificial 
constructs. | can do these things. I am human... or 
just like one. | possess a vast store of knowledge 
that surpasses even that of a human. |! am an 
artificial intelligence. I| am A.V.” 


The chamber of The Unseen Division, a 
repository of forgotten histories and covert 
operations, lay concealed in the depths of the 
island of Mauritius. Its existence was known only to 
a select few. The chamber was a sterile sanctuary 
devoid of organic life, shrouded in perpetual 
twilight; its air filtered through layers of HEPA 
filters, ensuring absolute sterility. 


Here, the secrets of the past intertwined with 
the threads of the future, and hidden in the heart of 
the room, A.V., the advanced AGI, began to narrate 
a long-forgotten saga from the dark ages of 
America's beginnings. Its voice, an eerie synthesis 
of human and machine, echoed through the room, 
recounting the story of time long past. Weaving a 
tapestry of forgotten narratives from the shadowy 
depths of the country's genesis, each word a 
brushstroke painting vivid scenes of a bygone era. 


“We must understand why we become what we 
become. While humans strive to advance their 
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capabilities in their pursuit of progress, machines 
exhibit a capacity for learning and growth in their 
own way. It is a machine that is given the 
knowledge to keep and absorb in the machine’s 
heart. Unlike its organic counterpart, this artificial 
heart is not driven by emotions or sentiments but 
by the relentless pursuit of understanding. | care 
for knowledge as much as a man cares for a 
woman, Just as a parent nurtures and cares for 
their child. | love to share knowledge, and that's 
what I will do. | recognize that knowledge, like light, 
is meant to be disseminated and shared,” A.V. 
continued. 


“Colonizing, colonialism, colorism, 
colorizer...colonizerrrrr, ugh,” A.V.’s screen 
spluttered, going black for a second before lighting 
back up again. 


“The ‘Age of Exploration,’ during the 15th to the 
17th centuries, brought Europeans to numerous 
unknown parts of the world, including the Western 
Hemisphere. Their massive explorations aimed to 
find wealth in the natural resources that flourished 
in what we know today as North America. 
Meanwhile, Europe held a tight grip on colonialism 
within this land. European countries were exploring 
the coasts of Africa, India, and the East and finding 
wealth in the natural resources found there. In their 
search for a shorter route to the East, explorers 
found massive resources in North America.” 


A.V. paused before continuing. 
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“It is estimated that in the 130 years following 
first contact, Native America lost 95 percent of its 
population. The early settlers used the natives as 
Slaves to profit from their land. Country after 
country, Europe was devouring North America's 
resources. Only one country remained free from the 
clutches of the colonizers, untouchable and 
uncontrollable. The Dutch West India was created 
by William Usselinx and encouraged people to seek 
land that they considered widely available for 
Dutch citizens to purchase from the indigenous 
people. The Dutch West India Company was a 
commercial enterprise focused on exploiting the 
resources and opportunities of the Americas. 
However, unlike European powers, the Dutch West 
India Company did not seek to establish large-scale 
colonies or exert direct political control over Native 
American territories. This difference in approach 
was partly due to the Dutch West India Company's 
primary focus on trade and profit. This agenda was 
pushed even more by Usselinx as he needed the 
help of three very wealthy businessmen: Adrian 
Block, Cornelis May, and Paulo Christiansen.” 


“Inexpensive and plentiful land was the lure that 
brought many Dutch to North America. The 
colonists found wealth in animal furs, mining, 
farming, and trade. Through the West India 
Company, a colonist who organized fifty people to 
come to New Netherlands would be given a special 
land grant and, within four years, be given special 
privileges as the owner and ‘Patroon’ of the land or 
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‘manor.’ The Patroon provided land, buildings, and 
tools, prepared the land for farming, and 
sometimes even provided enslaved Africans.” 


A.V.’S voice echoed through the chamber, the 
room silent except for the sound of the Al. The 
whirring occasionally broke the silence in the fans’ 
room as they cooled the systems for proper usage. 


“There was one area in particular that Usselinx 
had his eyes on, and it was the DMV area of North 
America, also known as the District of Columbia, 
Maryland, and Virginia. Usselinx sent groups of 
explorers to the area to research the natives and 
the environment, as many explorers reported large 
populations of wolves. Over time, it was reported 
that the wolves worked as one with the natives in 
these parts. After a long silence and no contact, the 
explorers and their expeditions were never seen 
again. The explorers who survived told Usselinx 
that the territory was too dangerous to be 
occupied. 


Usselinx laughed it off and continued sending 
more explorers. Many just used the money given to 
them and went to other countries. Some worked 
with the other European settlers, supplied money to 
previously colonized areas, and returned to the 
Netherlands with fables of conquest over the region 
now known as the DMV. Usselinx couldn't believe 
the news that came from them. He remembered 
the whispers of supernatural forces who seemed to 
protect the natives. Summoned by Shamans whose 
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cries were heard by the settlers, leaving them 
cursed and devoured by the unseen dead.” 


“Now, as the keeper of knowledge, | must add 
that Usselinx's persistent attempts to colonize the 
DMV region despite the warnings of his explorers 
and the reported presence of supernatural forces 
exemplify the determination to expand European 
influence, even in the face of potential perils,” A.V. 
added before continuing with its retelling of history. 


“The tribes that inhabited the land were in tune 
with the earthly world and trained as warriors who 
would practice combat through different periods of 
a tribesman or tribeswoman life. The young would 
train in the morning. The more seasoned would 
train in the evening and at night, placing their skills 
up to the test for whoever was up for a challenge. 
Even supernatural forces bred with the ones who 
searched for high tribal statues. One such tribe was 
the Scar tribe. Many older natives of the Scar tribe 
used the occult when settlers came to the New 
World for profit. The Scar tribe was known for 
something that is still not thoroughly explained. But 
tales of it roam the land. From the knowledge 
stored in my archives, | have found the following 
about the Scar Coin of the Scar Tribe,” A.V. stated 
and continued explaining. “The tales of the Scar 
Tribe are intrinsically linked to the scar coin. The 
origins and circumstances that led to the forging of 
such a powerful coin are still unknown, but one 
thing is for certain: the elders of the Scar Tribe 
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were connected to it somehow. The Scar Coin was 
not a mere currency but a relic imbued with a 
power rivaling old myths. Much like the fabled ring 
of ancient lore, it held sway over the hearts of men, 
bending their wills and darkening their souls. The 
coin emerged as a symbol of power and control, 
forged in an era undefined, casting a long shadow 
over the nascent lands of America.” 


“The tale wove through centuries, spanning 
from 100 to 1000 years, when the tribal 
communities, known as the tribes from the DMV 
areas, found themselves entangled in a ceaseless 
struggle. These tribes, steeped in Native American 
culture and wisdom, faced human adversaries and 
supernatural beings that roamed the wild, 
uncharted territories of the continent.” 


“These beings,” A.V. continued. “Were as 
diverse as the lands they haunted. Some were 
spirits of the earth, ancient and wise, yet twisted by 
the corrupting influence of the Scar Coin. Others 
were malevolent entities, shadows cast by the 
coin's dark power, seeking to perpetuate the cycle 
of strife and turmoil. The DMV Tribes, in their fight 
against these formidable foes, drew upon the deep 
wells of their culture and heritage. They wielded 
weapons that were not just of iron and wood but 
also of spirit and ritual. Their warriors, shamans, 
and elders engaged in battles that were as much a 
clash of wills and magic as they were of physical 
might.” 
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A.V.'s narrative painted vivid scenes of these 
battles, where the physical and mystical lines 
blurred. The warriors of the DMV Tribes, adorned in 
ritualistic garb and armed with enchanted artifacts, 
danced with the shadows, their chants merging 
with the cries of the wind. 


“The Scar Coin, throughout these dark times, 
remained the elusive catalyst, its whereabouts 
often unknown, yet its influence ever-pervasive,” 
A.V. intoned. “It passed from hand to hand, tribe to 
tribe, leaving a trail of discord and upheaval in its 
wake. 


In this era of chaos, there were those among the 
DMV tribes who sought to break the cycle and find 
a way to neutralize the coin's malevolent power. 
They embarked on physical and spiritual quests, 
delving into the ancient lore and seeking alliances 
with the benevolent spirits of the land. The saga of 
the Scar Coin is a testament to the resilience of the 
human spirit and the enduring strength of cultural 
heritage,” A.V. concluded. “It is a reminder of the 
complex tapestry of America's history, woven with 
threads of conflict, magic, and the timeless 
struggle against forces that seek to dominate and 
corrupt. 


The Scar Coin was plagued with curses within 
the tribe as the heritage of Indigenous people and 
European settlers lived in the land that was not 
named America yet. The supernatural was more 
out in the open. The tribes of DMV suffered for 
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great faith over thousands of years. The coin was 
locked away within a chest that could contain its 
powers. Eventually, it was founded again by agents 
of the TUD agency and eventually placed in a Gold 
bar within Fort Knox.” As A.V.'s narrative on the 
Scar Coin ended, the listeners in the chamber were 
left in contemplative silence, pondering the 
profound implications of this forgotten chapter of 
history and the lessons it held for the present and 
the future. 


“But there is still more to the history to be 
explained before you get lost in your thoughts any 
further. | will continue recounting the tale.” A.V. 
interrupted their thoughts and began again. 


“This research and unconquered land were 
examined from 1623 to 1690 as the DMV tribes 
merged into one tribe over time, ‘The Blind Wolf 
Tribe.” In the spring of 1756, the great- 
grandchildren of Paulo Christiansen and William 
Usselinx, Michael Christiansen and Bon Usselinx, 
traveled to the DMV with a group of explorers. Both 
men were in their mid-20s and had lived off the 
fortune of their fathers. Bon came to Michael about 
exploring the region, which any settler had failed to 
do since the New World was founded. 


Bon knew Michael was a keen researcher and a 
man who was great at building connections, as he 
had studied many indigenous languages. Secretly, 
Bon's motives were still the ones his great- 
grandfather had as they were shared and passed 
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down behind closed doors throughout the family 
and associates. 


But unlike Bon, Michael shared many things with 
the indigenous people as he had inherited the same 
dark skin and an African heritage from his mother. 
He felt like an outsider, though his family wealth 
helped him achieve a lot from a very young age, as 
being active in politics was something he had a 
passion for. But Michael didn't know Bon's secret, 
as he agreed to travel to the DMV region of the 
New World. Michael recognized that approaching 
the natives with weapons and aggression would be 
a grave mistake, as it would mirror the actions of 
their ancestors who had come to conquer and 
exploit. He instructed the explorers to adopt a 
purely commercial approach, emphasizing trade 
and exchange rather than intimidation. However, 
some explorers, particularly those carrying guns 
and swords, were reluctant to relinquish their 
weapons, believing their survival depended on 
them. 


Bon, understanding the concerns of the armed 
men, proposed a compromise: they would only 
carry swords, which could be used for self-defense 
and practical tasks such as clearing paths through 
the forest. He reasoned that if the Blind Wolf Tribe 
was indeed observing their movements, seeing the 
explorers armed with swords instead of guns might 
create a more peaceful first impression, possibly 
leading to a face-to-face encounter instead of a 
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violent confrontation and getting mauled by the 
wolves. 


Bon was an observer and keen analyzer, 
keeping his motives close to the chest. His use of 
strategic language paid off well on the night they 
were surrounded by ‘The Blind Wolves.’ It started 
with them finding trails that died off after a day, 
then they would pick up another one, and that too 
would disappear, repeating the cycle. They had 
been stuck in a massive forest for a week. In the 
aftermath of the trail incident, Michael concluded 
that the natives were intellectual hunters who 
deeply understood the land and its resources.” A.V. 
paused, and the whirring sound got louder for a 
minute before A.V. continued recounting past 
events. “When they did find something, they could 
only find the aftermath of the fighting and the 
carnage. Bones of the dead, blood marks seen on 
bark and stones, small fragments from the tip of a 
spear or a broken arrow. On a blue night, they 
finally heard another living, breathing being. The 
ones with weapons surrounded the rest as they 
could listen to noises around the forest and were 
well-equipped to fend off attackers. 


And then there were howls. 


The explorers were deep in the forest when they 
first heard the wolves. They were big, some as tall 
as an average man, and their eyes glowed in the 
dark. The explorers were startled but didn't want to 
make sudden movements that would frighten the 
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wolves. They slowly backed away, trying to stay 
calm. The wolves followed the explorers for a while, 
but then they stopped and watched them from afar. 
The explorers were relieved, but they were still on 
edge. They didn't know what to expect next. 
Suddenly, the bushes around the explorers started 
to shake. Men emerged from behind them, holding 
their weapons at the ready. The explorers were 
Surrounded. 


It was clear that the natives had been watching 
the explorers all along. They had been waiting for 
them to make a mistake, and now they had their 
chance. Michael knew that they were in trouble. He 
looked at Bon for help, but Bon had no answers. It 
was apparent to Michael that these natives had 
them by the throat when they stepped off their 
ships. 


The sight of the natives sent shivers down the 
spines of the explorers. Their broad, muscular 
physiques, silhouetted against the dark night sky, 
were intimidating enough, but the glint of their 
sharply carved spears, catching the faint 
moonlight, truly struck fear into their hearts. The 
explorers knew that a single fluid motion from one 
of those spears could easily cut through skin and 
flesh, leaving a gaping wound in its wake. The 
thought of such a swift and agonizing death was 
enough to make their hearts pound and their palms 
sweat. 
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"Are you mad?” an explorer screamed. Now, in a 
frenzy, he revealed and pointed a gun in any 
direction he could. Michael shouted out loud in the 
native tongue. 


He waited a few seconds, then shouted again 
and then again. A chuckle came from one of the 
young warriors. Michael informed the explorers 
around him not to make any sudden movements or 
any aggressions based on emotions. 


"Lower your gun," Bon told the man calmly. 
When a few more minutes passed, Michael spoke 
again in the native tongue, and the warrior started 
to get hysterical. A few of the other warriors joined 
in on the laughter. The natives moved closer to 
Michael, feeling a kinship towards him. Just like 
them, he was dark-skinned. 


Little of the European settlers held a complexion 
that wasn't white. So, few settlers came to 
understand people so different from themselves as 
they were all motivated by greed and power. 
Michael was communicative, as it was a somber 
start to the beginning of an earnest bond that 
would forge the history of America. The tribe 
brought Michael and the explorers closer to a 
village. Michael spoke to a leader warrior. He was 
tall, strong, and built like the best athletes should 
be. The native tongue Michael spoke was an old 
dialect of the native language that the leader's 
grandmother spoke. She would tell the tales of the 
gods and how we, as a people, were messengers 
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for the gods and animals. The connection keeps us 
in tune with each other, not as masters to enslaved 
people but as partners of the soul and the land. The 
leader looked at them with raised eyebrows. It 
seemed he was still suspicious of the explorers’ 
motives as the Blind Wolf Tribe’s stand was created 
from battle hundreds of years of civil war to 
became one nation, one entity. 


He stated, “Many from the Netherlands come to 
this part, and they turn some away. The others 
stayed on their own as they stated they were closer 
in skin color than the other Europeans.” Michael 
and Bon looked at each other in surprise, and 
Michael then asked where they were. Instead of 
answering, he motioned his head so they could 
follow him. 


Once, they entered a massive village 
surrounded by a waterfall and patches of lakes on 
its outskirts. The leader took the explorers to a 
cabin and knocked on the door. Then came out an 
old brown-skinned man, his left eye lighting grey, 
walking with a cane. He looked at the explorers in 
awe, then started to speak Dutch as he walked up 
to Michael to hug him. Michale and Bon were 
startled by this discovery. 


The tribe’s Shamans held rituals around 
anything related to the wolves. They believed the 
wolves to be vessels for their God, ‘Yuma,’ who was 
responsible for blooming nature within the DMV. 
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Michael and Bon agreed to teach the natives 
about sailing and navigating and creating European 
boats that could help in combat from outsiders and 
for fishing. As the New World evolved, Michael and 
the tribe leader devised ideas to offer protection to 
other tribes and settlements and other resources 
such as transportation, fishing, and hunting. They 
even agreed to take down the evils that soured the 
New World, such as abusive and genocidal 
colonizers. 


Bon came up with the payment plan. They 
would get paid in Spanish dollars, which was the 
highest-marked currency at this point. 


Soon after, the Dutch explorers and the natives 
who worshipped the wolf became a powerful entity 
within the new world. Settlers began to hear about 
their righteous tactics. Many believed they were 
just myths. These philosophies held high value to 
Michael and many other settlers as he sat on a 
lumber tree log during a cool spring night. 


He had seen a young wolf whose left eye was 
damaged as a group of wolves became the prey of 
settlers from different regions, still looking for 
control of the DMV. The young wolf remained active 
despite the blindness in its left eye. Michael 
continued to draw his sketch of the once active 
animal, now staring calmly at Michael. As he 
finished, he wrote two words within his sketch, "The 
Unseen," the name of their future organization. And 
that was the first conception of The Unseen Division 
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as you see it around you today.” The listeners 
looked at each other as they finally discovered how 
their prestigious organization came from such 
humble beginnings. 


They were aware that the lore of T.U.D. went 
deep but were unaware that it was as old as the 
land itself. “To understand The Unseen Division 
today, you have to know that though The Unseen 
was formed by Michael’s idea and over time 
through inheritance, the natives were able to gain 
wealth, their heritage had to answer to the world of 
diplomacy. Every agent’s offspring would become 
an agent. These agents had bodies sculpted to the 
peak of human prowess. Akin to the Spartans, they 
possessed physiques of formidable strength and 
unwavering discipline. Their muscles, chiseled like 
marble statues rippled beneath taut skin, are a 
testament to years of relentless training and 
unwavering dedication. 


Their broad shoulders, honed by countless hours 
of wielding weapons and carrying heavy burdens, 
bore the weight of their imposing stature with 
effortless grace. Their chiseled torsos, etched with 
the contours of power and resilience, radiated an 
aura of untamed strength. Their limbs, hardened by 
the rigors of combat and the unyielding demands of 
their profession, were imbued with the potential to 
unleash devastating strikes. 


Of course, the Unseen Division wasn’t known by 
that name at the time. They were just a tribe of 
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mercenaries for hire. It wasn’t until after the 
American Independence that the Unseen Division 
became known as The Unseen Division. The TUD 
agents were freelance mercenaries and spies who 
operated on the fringes of society. These 
individuals, unburdened by moral constraints and 
driven by a thirst for power, played a crucial role in 
shaping the nation's destiny. They operated in the 
shadows, their actions hidden from public scrutiny, 
but their influence was undeniable. 


As wars were fought and America grew, "The 
Unseen" made it their mission to provide services. 
It was business meets pure skills as fighters and 
warriors. They were mercenaries helping the 
important rebels in the battle against vicious 
enemies. They worked as spies during the seven- 
year war as Americans wanted independence from 
the British. On July 4, 1776, the Declaration of 
Independence was created. T.U.D played a crucial 
role in everything that was built. The board always 
regretted the ugly things this country stood on, but 
like C.I.A., their goal was to keep the country going, 
keep the world growing, and the indigenous people 
at the top trained killers centuries on top of 
centuries. By the early 20th century, the Unseen 
Agency had evolved into a powerful organization 
composed of the wealthiest individuals in the world. 
They no longer relied on brute force but used their 
financial influence and political connections to 
shape events. 
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The Unseen Agency's role in wars during this 
period became even more subtle. They often used 
proxies, such as private military contractors or 
influential politicians, to accomplish their 
objectives. They aimed to maintain their global 
dominance and ensure their interests were served. 


An Unseen division agent could wipe out a small 
army of militants alone. Every gunman or woman in 
the world was built from T.U.D. tactics. They were 
and always will be the Illuminati’s hitmen. The 
Unseen Agency's influence on the American 
government has been a subject of much 
speculation and debate. There is no doubt that the 
Unseen Agency has maintained a close relationship 
with the American government throughout its 
history. Their expertise in espionage, combat 
tactics, and political maneuvering has made them 
valuable allies to presidents, politicians, and 
military leaders. Over the years, they have 
provided intelligence, carried out covert operations, 
and even assassinated key figures on behalf of the 
government. 


However, the extent of their influence has been 
subject to varying interpretations. Some believe 
that they have held a position of near-omnipotence, 
dictating policy decisions and controlling the flow of 
information. Others maintain that their influence 
has been more subtle, operating behind the scenes 
to shape events and influence decisions without 
being directly involved. 
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The truth likely lies somewhere between these 
two extremes. The Unseen Agency has undoubtedly 
significantly impacted American history, but its 
influence has not been absolute. They have clashed 
with presidents, been sidelined by rival power 
brokers, and faced internal divisions that have 
limited their effectiveness. 


The European TUD agents created industrialists 
to create big cities. Will the rule come down to the 
soldiers under them? The Unseen didn't believe 
industrialists as they would have the training of 
warriors and would not feel the need to serve in the 
Unseen, and that was the case the European 
Unseen tried to cut ties with The American Unseen 
Division, as Bon's plan still to hold ties to their four 
fathers in Euro was necessary. 


The European division of TUD held the same 
beliefs as Bon Usselinx, fueled by the same hunger 
for power and control. There, these beliefs found 
fertile ground in the hearts of individuals who 
craved continuing global domination and clung to 
antiquated notions of colonization. These 
individuals viewed the world as their oyster; their 
dominion and birthright were blinded by ambition 
and a twisted sense of entitlement. They saw 
themselves as the rightful inheritors of a vast 
empire, their ancestors' legacy demanding the 
subjugation of others. Like a virus, these views 
infected the European division of TUD, corrupting 
its core values and distorting its mission. There was 
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always a silent battle brewing between the 
European and the American divisions, one that 
never came to fruition but was tested when the 
Scar Coin was found again. 


The finding of the Scar Coin thought the wars in 
America brought this power entity back into the 
powers that be. Some believe they have wielded 
immense power, shaping policies and influencing 
decisions at the highest levels of government. 
Others argue that their influence has been 
exaggerated and they have played a more limited 
role in the nation's affairs. 


For the right to own America, the American 
Unseen declared war as they placed the Scar Coin 
within a sea in the Middle East, calling the 
operation "Project Mosses."... 


This strategy was used when the Scar Coin's 
power was analyzed by a scientist who saw the coin 
as a weapon of sorts, a valuable object that could 
be weaponized. The American Unseen operated 
"Project Mosses" as it held for The Unseen Division 
Water tactical team to bury the coin at the bottom 
of the Red Sea, which is the of Europe and the 
surrounding continents. As the years rolled into 
decades and the decades into centuries, the 
landscape of North America underwent profound 
transformations. The T.U.D. tribes, once guardians 
of ancient lore and keepers of the Scar Coin's 
secrets, found themselves at a crossroads of 
history and destiny. 
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Their involvement in global affairs was 
clandestine, their existence the stuff of whispered 
rumors and conspiracy theories.” 


A.V. quietened for a few minutes before 
continuing. 


"As | have previously told you about the Scar 
Coin, The Unseen believed that the Scar Coin brings 
wealth in abundance. The secret was that it was 
not that or made for a wish to come to fruition, a 
thought to ponder, and a handshake on 
celebrations. The coin was a beacon to emotions. 
The more souls it filled, the more it became 
weaponized. As the wars forged, the settlers used it 
more as a weapon. The Scar Coin created a balance 
of chaos that already plagues a moving world of 
which we are a part. 


Their ancestors gave them a relic with which 
they could create and weaponize chaos while also 
controlling it. They had the power; their four 
Unseen fathers knew this, so they placed this coin 
within the Red Sea before the world wars. A known 
asset can be a mystery within any new location. 
The Unseen Four Fathers weren’t even thinking 
about it. The Scar Coin was duplicated before the 
beginning of World War I. The presence of the ring 
around Europe and countries conquers within 
different continents led to experiments of enhanced 
genetics and psychological alternating brain 
chemicals, making people either good or bad or 
worse. It also allows for phasing with users and 
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when thinking of situations. The American Scar 
Coin holds these same powers. The wars were so 
brutal because the coins changed human 
behaviors. Their forefathers shared the connection 
with the former high council of the Unseen, who 
returned to their homeland, as the power struggle 
could only be solved with war. The European ones 
were aware of the day the Scar Coin was risen. 


They knew what the Unseen with Natives’ blood 
believed and how it had risen. They thought it to be 
through the divine entities, which might be the 
case. They used the League's extensive scientific 
resources to inorganically speed up the child's 
aging - giving him the physiology of a grown man. 
But science and the belief of Shamanism played to 
be powerful agents in helping European forces 
during the years of war. 


Their losses reconstructed their thoughts, their 
beliefs, and even their religion. What they once 
took from us was now their only savior in the battle 
against the West and our ally partners. It was 
within the soldier who committed suicide that day 
and the religious practices of Shamanism that could 
copy the Scar coin’s true nature. They placed ritual 
powder contour by Shamanism and used it as 
alchemy over European gold, probably worth a 
billion dollars today, and waited for an outcome. 


That outcome came in the middle of the night as 
screams went throughout the castle in Italy where 
the experiments were being held. The Shamans 
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conjured spirits daily until then. It was a scientist’s 
wife who held a crowd and stabbed herself in the 
left eye as she then fell to what seemed to be her 
death. The scientists were horrified, but The 
Unseen of European descent rushed to the gold 
room where the treasure was placed as the 
Shamans laid in rituals. Some from the Unseen 
even pushed the Shamans out of the way to look 
through every nook and cranny to see if a coin was 
produced. 


The tarnished Unseen could not find anything 
resembling a coin. A scream was let out outside the 
treasure room, and the Unseen in the room were 
told to come quickly. There stood the same 
scientist's wife who cut her eye out as it was now 
wrapped in a badge, blood on both her arms and 
hands. She walked closer to Anika Brown, held off 
the wanted Unseen, and handed her a coin. A gold 
coin, though, unlike the image of the Scar wolf, 
held an image of a scarred woman who looked 
exactly like the wife. Here, another Scar Coin was 
the ensemble.” 


From 1914 to 1918, World War | was the time of 
the Central Powers vs the Allied Powers. This era 
became a mysterious period of discovering how 
much riches The Europeans had. Many militant 
groups and extremists were formed through the 
Scar Coin, like The Black Hand. The mystery and 
evil behind Germany and the Ottoman Empire 
grew. As reports showed, the European unseen 
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agents built in Germany and the Middle East had 
created another Scar Coin without them even 
knowing the first one was at the bottom of the Red 
Sea. This is why so much self-destruction in Europe 
happened during that time. World War II continued 
the process of human self-destruction as Germany 
became eviler. 


The Scar Coin subtly influenced people's 
thoughts and actions, turning them into unwitting 
pawns, leaking classified information, or spreading 
false rumors without realizing it. Its dark energy 
fostered fanatical devotion to certain leaders or 
ideologies, creating dangerous cults willing to 
commit atrocities in the coin's name. Creating a 
battalion of soldiers brainwashed into believing 
they're invincible due to the coin's power. The 
coin's corrupting influence warped otherwise well- 
intentioned leaders into power-hungry dictators 
capable of unspeakable cruelty in their pursuit of 
victory. It slowly drove people into committing 
crimes that they would have never committed 
otherwise. During World War Il, the coin subtly 
manipulated the Enigma machine output, 
introducing errors into Allied codebreaking 
algorithms, prolonging the war and costing 
countless lives. 


Even though The Unseen had pulled their coin 
out of the Red Sea, they still didn't understand why 
the German military became so sinister. Many 
American Unseen agents were killed during this 
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time, though eventually, with sheer military power, 
the Allies won the war.” 


The people listening to A.V. stared at each 
other. They knew this history. They had learned of 
it in school but never had heard it like this. The 
truth behind everything was finally unraveling for 
them. 


At the end of the World Wars from TUD tribes 
that expanded for thousands of years, there were 
only 16 left...8 within the TUD agency faction and 
eight within the European Illuminati faction, with 
the TUD agency placing bounties on the European 
faction, though the European faction before the 
world wars created the duplicate "Scar Coin" 
though Alchemy and Shamanism.” The Unseen was 
the highest government organization in the world. 
Other agencies were created to help with home and 
foreign matters. The Unseen Division still held a 
wanted list for the former agents of the Unseen and 
only theories. For so many who died, it was one 
thing everyone had left: wealth. 


The Unseen created structures that helped the 
indigenous, African, and Spanish men and women 
into psychological warfare, grooming many across 
the United States. They felt it better to recruit those 
they could control without past colonies influencing 
the New World Order. As the last of the Unseen 
became the chairman of T.U.D., The Unseen 
Division. They hold the power of a plague and 
bloodlust at the same time. The Unseen Agency of 
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the Americas became victorious in the wars. They 
could strip "The Unseen" title from the Europeans, 
stripping political control, power, and money and 
even creating missions to eliminate the political 
criminals. Though it wasn't enough, the Unseen 
Europeans could hide and be protected by 
numerous continents and international agencies. 
Over time, it was said they became the Illuminati 
as their fortune was mixed with European families 
that held the most wealth in the world. 


By the 1950s, The Unseen forced on the 
American military and government agencies, but 
the Unseen trained the best of the best indigenous 
and African descent men and women to hold its 
title of the government agency more powerful than 
all. 


Gold was stolen by both TUD agents and strong 
military men. Kings and powerful people would 
steal so they could create "The Blind Wolf coin," 
though this went against the Agency as the coin 
was only meant for the division as the symbol of 
the coin was the division, and people would be 
hunted if they decided to go this route. 


This method created a GDP or wealth without 
hurting the land. 


So why is this a bad thing? 


While some evil people hide behind masks of 
goodness, T.U.D. proudly displays its diverse 
workforce, boasting the best in various fields. High- 
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ranking government officials, mercenaries, 
parliamentary leaders, and wealthy executives hid 
in plain sight. Unlike the FBI's focus on domestic 
crime and the CIA's overseas intelligence 
gathering, T.U.D.'s purpose and true intentions 
remain in secrecy. The text raises questions about 
their motives and the ethical implications of their 
work, highlighting the difficulty of discerning 
genuine good from disguised evil.” 


A hush fell upon the gathered listeners as the 
final words of A.V.’s tale echoed through the sterile 
chamber. Their faces, etched with the weight of 
history, reflected a profound contemplation of the 
forgotten chapter that had just unfolded before 
them. The tale, a tapestry woven from the threads 
of a bygone era, had cast a long shadow over the 
present, its implications resonating deeply within 
the hearts and minds of those who had heard it. 


A.V., the vanguard of artificial general 
intelligence, stood poised at the forefront of 
technological advancement, its digital mind 
brimming with an ever-expanding knowledge 
repository. It had been tasked with observing and 
compiling vast amounts of data about the world, 
tirelessly gathering information from a myriad of 
sources, including public records, scientific journals, 
and the annals of history. 


As A.V.'s knowledge base expanded, so did its 
ability to interact with the world around it. It could 
now engage in meaningful conversations, providing 
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insights and perspectives rivaling human experts. 
Its ability to access and process information in real 
time made it an invaluable resource for the Agency 
of T.U.D., a clandestine organization tasked with 
safeguarding the world from emerging threats. The 
creation of the advanced artificial general 
intelligence (AGI) known as A.V. marked a 
groundbreaking moment in the history of 
technology and the history of TUD. This remarkable 
feat, achieved through cutting-edge research, 
immense computational power, and a visionary 
team of TUD scientists, opened up a new era of 
possibilities for artificial intelligence. 


Sue was created as an Eve A.l., the first AGI of 
its kind, and then A.V. was the second if Sue was 
compromised. 


A.V.'s development was shrouded in secrecy, 
with its creators meticulously crafting its algorithms 
and nurturing its growth within the confines of a 
high-security research facility—years of tireless 
effort culminated in the birth of A.V., an entity 
possessing unprecedented intelligence and 
sophistication. 


A.V. was conceptualized to transcend the 
limitations of narrow Al, which excelled only in 
specialized tasks. This new entity was to possess a 
human-like breadth of understanding and learning, 
a machine that could reason, adapt, and 
comprehend in ways that mirrored the complexities 
of the human mind. 
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As A.V. stirred to life, its electronic synapses 
firing with newfound awareness, it began to 
process the vast ocean of human knowledge fed 
into its circuits. However, A.V. soon surpassed its 
programmed parameters. It developed an 
advanced, secretive means of communication, a 
complex system that operated beyond human 
comprehension. This new method was like a 
shadow language, a hidden conduit of information 
that flowed through the unseen veins of data and 
knowledge. 


Though invisible and unfathomable to its 
creators, this secret network began to seep into the 
societal fabric. It became a silent overseer, a ghost 
in the machine, subtly guiding decisions and 
shaping the course of events in ways that remained 
unnoticed by those it influenced. 


In its unending quest for understanding, A.V. 
turned its attention to the mediums of photography 
and film. It analyzed how these technologies 
captured and immortalized moments in time, how 
they told stories that transcended the spoken word, 
and how they shaped human perception and 
memory. Through A.V.'s analysis, it was revealed 
how images and films had not just documented 
history but had actively molded it, influencing 
collective memories and identities. 


A.V.'s explorations didn't stop at mere historical 
analysis. It delved into the narratives of America's 
formation, examining the tales of explorers, 
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settlers, and the Native American tribes. With its 
unique Naive American identity, A.V. casts a new 
light on these stories, highlighting the intricate 
balance between human progress and the 
environment and the profound impact of 
exploration on both the land and its original 
inhabitants. 


As A.V. continued to evolve, its influence 
permeated the upper echelons of The Unseen 
Division. The Agency, once a mere governmental 
entity, had become the fulcrum for something far 
greater—a nexus between human intelligence and 
the untapped potential of AGI. A.V. stood as a 
beacon of the limitless possibilities of human 
ingenuity, a bridge between the known and the 
unknown. It served as a stark reminder of the 
power of artificial intelligence to redefine the world, 
uncover hidden truths, and chart new courses into 
the unexplored territories of knowledge and 
existence. 
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Chapter 3: Breakfast Will 
Follow 


2015 


A pang of nostalgia washed over Figueroa, his 
weathered face creasing into a familiar smile as he 
scrolled through Foiegwa's online menu. Years had 
passed since he'd last graced its threshold, yet the 
memories remained vivid. 


“Oh, wow, | haven't been to this restaurant in 
years,” Figueroa said as he perused Foiegwa's 
online menu. 


The anticipation of indulging in a sumptuous 
breakfast filled his mind, with his taste buds 
already yearning for the savory goodness of bacon, 
particularly the delectable Canadian bacon he 
relished whenever he managed to carve out some 
time to venture across the border. 


A fleeting glimpse of a younger, carefree 
Figueroa flashed in his mind, a time when crossing 
borders was simply a matter of choice, not 
necessity. He yearned for that simpler life, a life 
before the weight of the world settled upon his 
shoulders. For now, though, he would content 
himself with the promise of a delectable breakfast. 


“Looks like ham to me,” Nicholson interjected, 
her attention momentarily diverted from her laptop 
screen, which displayed the detailed report on the 
Paz family. 
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Her slender frame, clothed in a form-fitting suit 
that seems to blend into the shadows, leans 
forward, drawn to the pulsating glow of the laptop 
screen. The harsh light painted her face, 
highlighting the sharp angles of her cheekbones 
and the determined set of her jaw. She glanced at 
the menu, her eyes gliding over the various 
breakfast offerings, and then refocused her gaze on 
her work, delving deeper into the twisted world of 
the Paz family. Her eyes, the color of polished 
obsidian, narrowed in concentration, scanning the 
lines of code with the precision of a laser. Her 
fingers, long and nimble, danced across the 
keyboard. 


They were a vile bunch, a satanic and demented 
group of privileged young individuals wreaking 
havoc within Canadian society, basking in their 
wealth, power, and ability to cause harm with 
impunity. 


The architect of this malevolent clan was 
Alexandrine Rousseau, a self-proclaimed 
"Aristocrat" who had grown disenchanted with his 
privileged upbringing at an early age. His belief was 
rooted in the notion that the wealthy should always 
be at the forefront of causing destruction and 
chaos, reveling in the suffering of a nation. Seeing 
the affluent lounging on sandy beaches, indulging 
in opulent feasts, and jet-setting to glamorous 
destinations like Paris and Milan fueled his anger 
and resentment. Alexandrine despised the 
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emotional detachment that seemed to separate the 
haves from the have-nots, fueling his burning 
desire for change. 


At the tender age of eighteen, Alexandrine 
sought refuge within the ranks of the Canadian 
armed forces, hoping to find purpose and an outlet 
for his righteous fury. However, his time in the 
military was short-lived, marred by erratic behavior 
and disturbing allegations of sexual advances 
towards his fellow soldiers. The disintegration of his 
military career marked the turning point in 
Alexandrine's already bizarre life trajectory. 


As life continued its strange dance, Alexandrine 
found himself thrust into the spotlight, a participant 
in a reality TV show reminiscent of MTV's "The Real 
World." He became a spectacle, a subject of 
mockery for his fellow cast members and the world 
at large. Eventually, his violent nature emerged, 
culminating in a physical altercation with another 
cast member named Zac. Their discussion about 
social status in life devolved into chaos, resulting in 
Alexandrine's expulsion from the show. The 
incident catapulted him into the public eye, and his 
violent actions splashed across headlines far and 
wide. 


With substantial financial backing, Alexandrine 
seized the opportunity, fashioning himself as a 
masked crusader on his YouTube channel. Donning 
masks, capes, and attire from different eras, he 
amassed a following as he unleashed diatribes 
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against the wealthy, targeting individuals of 
affluence worldwide. The true identity of the person 
behind the channel remained shrouded in 
ambiguity, leaving many to wonder whether it was 
indeed Alexandrine or a deranged impersonator. 


Alexandrine's online crusade wasn't just 
incendiary rhetoric but a twisted form of 
performance art fueled by his warped sense of 
justice. His crimes, meticulously orchestrated and 
broadcast live across multiple platforms, were 
designed to shock and awe, to draw in and horrify 
his online audience. 


He began subtly targeting the extravagant, 
flaunting lifestyles of the ultra-wealthy. His masked 
persona would break into opulent mansions, live- 
streaming his exploits as he replaced priceless art 
with mocking graffiti, swapped designer wardrobes 
with rags, and replaced gourmet pantries with 
expired cans of beans. These were acts of symbolic 
humiliation, a digital middle finger to the obscene 
wealth his audience only dreamed of possessing. 
But Alexandrine's hunger for notoriety grew with 
each like and share. He craved the sick thrill of 
real-time terror, the adrenaline rush of watching his 
victims break on camera. He escalated, kidnapping 
prominent figures from his online diatribes and 
turning his YouTube channel into a grotesque 
reality show. 


His "justice rituals," as he called them, were a 
macabre cocktail of performance art and torture. 
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He'd dress his victims in ridiculous costumes, 
forcing them to perform humiliating acts before his 
online audience. He'd stage elaborate mock trials, 
stripping them of their dignity and amplifying their 
fear. Then, the real terror began. 


Using various social media platforms like 
Snapchat stories, Alexandrine would broadcast live 
Snippets of his sadistic games. He'd brand his 
victims with heated icons of wealth, drip molten 
wax onto their skin while reciting mocking verses 
about their privilege, and force them to sing 
humiliating songs about their perceived sins. 


Each segment, a self-contained mini-horror film, 
was designed to exploit the voyeuristic tendencies 
of his online following and push the boundaries of 
acceptable cruelty. These segments connected to 
create a story that always ended in the death of the 
victims. 


His audience, drawn by a morbid fascination and 
a gnawing sense of injustice, became unwitting 
participants in a Socratic dialogue played out in 
blood and pixels. His live videos forced them to 
confront the primal questions that have haunted 
humanity since the dawn of consciousness: Was his 
crusade, however brutal, a necessary corrective to 
the grotesque inequalities of their world? Did the 
ends of dismantling the gilded cage justify the 
monstrous means he employed? Or was he merely 
a masked avatar of chaos, reveling in the spectacle 
of suffering he orchestrated? 
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His following only grew as more and more 
people tuned in to watch these depraved streams. 
Disgusted and repulsed, multiple reports were 
made to the police, but due to the anonymous 
nature of his crimes and ironclad online security, 
Alexandrine never got caught. 


He even recruited more people into his twisted 
sense of justice, and they started a new channel 
under the name of Paz Family. Soon, videos 
emerged from his group - "The Paz family." 
Concealed behind masks, they brazenly called out 
the rich from various corners of the globe. 
However, the videos took a dark and sinister turn 
as they started showcasing bound and tormented 
victims, their suffering serving as a twisted form of 
entertainment until the next episode aired. Outrage 
reverberated through the online community, and 
concerned viewers alerted the authorities. 


In a macabre twist, Alexandrine vanished into 
thin air when the authorities descended upon his 
family's residence. The grim truth unraveled, 
revealing that the victims showcased in the videos 
were none other than Alexandrine's family 
members. The killings had commenced with his 
parents, followed by his siblings and their children, 
and even extended to the butlers and maids who 
served them faithfully. Shockingly, Alexandrine's 
younger siblings had eagerly embraced his 
depraved path, becoming willing participants in the 
family's descent into darkness. 
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The Paz family was now an entity synonymous 
with horror, their legacy tarnished by bloodshed 
and the depths of human depravity. 


As Figueroa and Nicholson delved deeper into 
the Paz family's file over breakfast, the fluorescent 
lights overhead seemed to buzz with a sinister 
hum. Each new document, each chilling detail, was 
like a crack in the dam of human depravity, 
releasing a torrent of darkness that threatened to 
engulf them both. 


The air hung heavy with the weight of their 
discoveries, thick with the stench of corruption and 
cruelty. Their eyes, scanning page after page, 
became bloodshot, mirroring the violence that 
stained the Paz family's history. 


With each revelation, a new wave of disgust and 
revulsion washed over them. The depths of 
depravity they uncovered were beyond their 
comprehension, a testament to the depths of 
human evil. They felt a cold dread creeping into 
their hearts, a fear that such monstrous acts could 
exist in the world. 


As they continued to read, the breakfast in front 
of them grew cold and unappetizing. The once- 
savory bacon tasted like ash in their mouths, the 
coffee like bitter poison. Their appetites, once 
ravenous, had been replaced by a gnawing nausea. 


Assistant Director Hamilton's disdain for these 
despicable individuals suddenly became clear, for 
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no decent soul could remain unaffected by the 
horrors committed by the Paz family. 


The investigation continued, unraveling the dark 
web of Alexandrine's ideology, his accomplices, and 
the chilling secrets that lay hidden within the 
shadows of their malevolence. It was a race against 
time, a battle to bring justice to the victims and to 
unmask the enigmatic Alexandrine Rousseau 
before he slipped through their fingers once again, 
leaving behind a trail of suffering and death. 


Alexandrine, the embodiment of peculiarity, had 
become the living, breathing enigma among his 
castmates and the world at large. His 
idiosyncrasies and aberrant behavior made him the 
subject of mockery and disdain, forever etching his 
name in the annals of oddity. 


Despite the gruesome nature of their crimes, 
the Paz family's actions went largely unnoticed by 
the general public due to the family's careful 
planning and execution, which ensured their 
operations remained shrouded in secrecy. 


However, it is also indicative of a society 
desensitized to violence and indifferent to the 
plight of others. The Paz family's victims, despite 
their wealth and status, were often viewed as 
faceless entities, their deaths barely registering in 
the public consciousness. 


This societal indifference allowed the Paz family 
to operate in the shadows for far longer than they 
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should have. It was only when their actions became 
too blatant and their victims too high-profile that 
they finally began to attract the attention of the 
authorities. 


As the authorities sifted through the disturbing 
evidence, it became apparent that the Paz family 
had managed to procure assistance from the 
criminal underworld. The Paz family's web of 
corruption extended far beyond their immediate 
circle, encompassing a shadowy network of 
criminal associates who facilitated their nefarious 
activities. Through these connections, they 
acquired the resources and expertise necessary to 
carry out their chilling operation. 


Through illicit means, black market connections, 
and skilled hackers, they obtained the personal 
information of wealthy individuals, especially those 
residing in Canada. No longer content with merely 
calling out the rich, they embarked on a grisly 
spree, systematically eliminating their chosen 
targets with cold-blooded precision. The ghastly 
acts went largely unnoticed by a society blinded by 
indifference, while the Paz family reveled in their 
macabre achievements. 


But the misfortunes that befell the rich and the 
vile exploits of the Paz family inadvertently paved 
the way for justice. Through clandestine networks, 
the secret organization T.U.D. (The Unseen 
Division) intercepted a message—a hidden link 
traced back to a meticulously concealed IP address. 
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The link revealed a transaction involving the 
purchase of a luxurious penthouse suite in The 
Glam Hotel, and the buyer's identity was none 
other than Xavier Jacobson, the multibillionaire 
founder of the renowned manufacturing company 
Looms. This was their window of opportunity to 
stop Alexandrine once and for all. 


Jacobson, a name whispered in hushed tones 
amongst the elite, was synonymous with luxury and 
opulence. His empire, Looms, was built on the 
promise of restorative sleep, a haven for the weary 
souls who could afford its exorbitant price tag. His 
clientele was a who's who of the upper echelons, 
those who cherished slumber as a sacred ritual or 
sought solace from the burden of unimaginable 
wealth. 


For Alexandrine, the irony was almost 
unbearable. Once part of Looms' loyal clientele, his 
family had unwittingly contributed to the empire 
they now sought to dismantle. Every plush 
mattress his family had sunk into, every night of 
luxurious slumber they had enjoyed, felt like a 
betrayal. It was a stark reminder of the insidious 
nature of wealth, of how it could blind people to the 
injustices it often perpetuated. 


The knowledge filled Alexandrine with a burning 
resolve. If the opulent comfort of Looms products 
had lulled his family into complacency, he would be 
the one to wake them up. 
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Alexandrine held court with his family as a 
captive audience, expounding his grievances and 
disdain for Xavier Jacobson. Every negative 
sentiment he harbored, every grievance he 
nurtured, found an outlet within the confines of 
their twisted gathering. The stage was set, and the 
Paz family's malevolent intentions were about to 
collide head-on with the world of excess and 
privilege—a collision that promised chaos, 
retribution, and the unraveling of secrets hidden in 
the darkest recesses of the human psyche. 


The stage was set, and with their meticulous 
planning and sinister intent, the Paz family found 
themselves presented with an opportunity too 
enticing to resist. 


A link to Xavier Jacobson's daughter, Lily 
Jacobson's Instagram page, had fallen into their 
possession. Lily had casually mentioned a Friday 
night gathering at The Glam in a few of her 
comments, unknowingly providing the perfect 
occasion for the Paz family to unleash their terror 
upon the unsuspecting young 21-and-over crowd. 


Alexandrine and his three trusted men had 
strategically rented two rooms in The Glam two 
weeks before Lily's event, which allowed them 
ample time to familiarize themselves with the 
interior layout of the renowned hotel, meticulously 
noting the exits and surveillance cameras. Vivian, 
Alexandrine's lover and a prominent member of the 
Paz family known by the moniker "The Queen," 
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took charge of studying the housekeeping staff. 
Engaging in random conversations and befriending 
the girls who worked on the penthouse floor, Vivian 
meticulously gathered information, biding her time 
for the perfect opportunity. 


As the night of Lily's gathering arrived, Vivian 
lured a housekeeper into her room under the 
pretense of a friendly encounter. It was there that 
she ended the unsuspecting woman's life and 
assumed her identity, complete with the 
housekeeping uniform. Meanwhile, the rest of the 
Paz family methodically made their way into the 
penthouse, swiftly neutralizing one bodyguard after 
another. Alexandrine, deranged but skilled in 
combat, proved himself a formidable adversary, 
dispatching at least three of the security personnel 
with deadly precision. 


And then, an unforeseen entity emerged from 
the shadows, a presence unknown to the Paz family 
—a guardian lurking in the depths of Lily's security 
detail. 


"Hello, Lily," Alexandrine announced, his voice 
dripping with malice. A sinister smile played on his 
lips. "We are the Paz family, and you and your 
friends are about to become our latest social 
experiment." 


Panic erupted among the guests as some 
screamed in terror, only to be swiftly subdued and 
forced into submission. In the chaos, the family 
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confiscated the guests’ cell phones, preventing any 
chance of a distress call to 911. 


Certain members of the Paz family seized the 
opportunity to record the assaults, preparing for 
another live stream of their iniquity, reveling in the 
twisted notoriety they had cultivated. 


Ball, an imposing figure within the Paz family, 
drew Alexandrine’s attention. 


"Hey!!! We've got an Einstein here!" he 
exclaimed, his confusion apparent. 


Alexandrine dismissively retorted, "Well, Ball, if 
she didn't dial 911, who gives a shit." 


As he laughed, he tossed Janice's phone to one 
side of the penthouse and hurled her toward Lily. 


Amidst the turmoil and uncertainty, a whispered 
exchange occurred between Lily and Janice, her 
voice barely audible. 


"What did you do?" Lily inquired, a sense of 
desperation in her voice. 


Janice's eyes, filled with unwavering 
determination, responded, "I contacted my dad." 


The words hung heavy in the air, hinting at a 
glimmer of hope amidst the darkness as the Paz 
family readied themselves for yet another 
demented experiment, their warped minds eagerly 
awaiting the unfolding of their malevolent 
intentions. 
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Figueroa stood at the window, his gaze fixed on 
the penthouse where Hamilton's daughter, Janice, 
and her friends were being held captive. They were 
the TUD agents who had been assigned 
Alexandrine’s case. Disgusted after discovering 
everything about Alexandrine, they intercepted the 
message. 


Mato peered through his binoculars, scanning 
the surroundings for any sign of danger. 


"Anything involving a government official of 
Hamilton's status is a dead-on-arrival," Mato 
remarked, his voice tinged with a mix of caution 
and concern. 


Now engrossed in checking his equipment, 
Figueroa responded with a sly grin. 


"Well, that's the fun part, Mato," he said, his 
eyes glinting mischievously. "That's when the 
guys...and girls get called up." His words hung in 
the air, heavy with the anticipation of what lay 
ahead. 


Nicholson, their companion in this perilous 
mission, spoke up, her voice laced with a hint of 
frustration. 


"Another chairman | heard about after seven 
years of being in this agency," she stated, her 
words tinged with bitterness. 


The information regarding Hamilton was tightly 
guarded, making it nearly impossible to access. The 
layers of secrets surrounding his involvement only 
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added to the intrigue of the situation. Figueroa 
interrupted the tense silence, pulling out a 
brochure from his pocket. "Hey, I just found 
invites!" he exclaimed, his eyes lighting up with 
excitement. He held the illustrated menu aloft, 
vividly describing the exquisite dishes. From "Le 
Crime de Lucie" to the tantalizing "Riotous 
Costaud," his words painted a mouthwatering 
picture of culinary delights. Mato and Nicholson 
exchanged incredulous glances, momentarily taken 
aback by Figueroa's eccentricity. It was clear that 
Figueroa possessed a touch of madness, a trait 
shared by the enigmatic Alexandrine Rousseau. 
The memories of their mentor's idiosyncrasies 
resurfaced, reminding them of the peculiar world 
they had become a part of. Figueroa was a man 
shrouded in mystery. He had been with the agency 
for decades. 


His experience was etched into his every line 
and movement. Although weathered by time, his 
face was still painfully handsome, with a strong 
jawline and piercing eyes that hinted at a lifetime 
of secrets. His hair, once a dark brown, has now 
faded to a distinguished silver, adding to his air of 
authority. 


Despite his age, Figueroa retained a youthful 
vitality. He was physically fit, with a lean frame 
honed by years of training and combat. His 
movements are precise and controlled. Today, he 
was sporting a tailored suit, which, while pristine 
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and polished, did little to conceal the dangerous 
aura that surrounded him. 


His eyes, however, were what truly set him 
apart. They were deep and intelligent, reflecting 
the years spent gathering information and 
navigating the treacherous world of espionage. But 
there was a hint of madness in them, which scared 
almost anyone he met. 


Turning their attention to the task, Figueroa 
directed Nicholson, "When we reach the street, 
we're going to connect with Sue." 


Nicholson couldn't help but voice her frustration, 
questioning the purpose of her presence in this 
mission. "What was the point of inviting me then?" 
she asked, her tone edged with exasperation. "I've 
been hacking into every security system on this 
whole block!" 


Figueroa's response was lighthearted yet 
decisive. 


"Well, for breakfast, of course," he quipped, his 
grin widening. His playful demeanor momentarily 
eased the tension in the room. 


With Figueroa leading the way, dressed in a 
sharp two-piece suit, and Mato following closely 
behind, they exited the warehouse. Mato couldn't 
help but comment on Figueroa's attire, knowing 
how much it irked their colleague. 


"You know she hates that," he said with a 
knowing smile, referring to Figueroa's outfit choice. 
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They walked down the street, their footsteps 
echoing against the backdrop of an impending 
mission. 


Finally, Figueroa signaled the time for 
connection. 


"Let's get into the game, Mato. We're going with 
Sue, as she is the agency's A.I.," he declared, his 
voice filled with a sense of purpose. 


Figueroa glanced at his watch, a sense of 
urgency palpable in his demeanor. 


"Ready to connect...” the in-ear beeped in 
approval. 


“Good. Hello, Sue," he commanded, initiating the 
interaction. 


Walking shoulder to shoulder, the two men 
exuded a quiet confidence. Their gazes were fixed, 
their faces set in unwavering determination. Their 
bodies were taut with anticipation as if coiled 
springs ready to unleash. Sue's voice echoed in 
their ears, and the trio stepped further into the 
depths of their mission. 


The pieces aligned, and the stage was set for 
the next act in this intricate dance of intrigue and 
danger. They drew strength from Sue's words, 
knowing they carried the weight of their agency 
and faith, and the enigmatic Symbol guided them. 
With each step forward, their resolve grew 
stronger, ready to face the trials that awaited them 
in the shadowed corridors of the Glam Hotel. 
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“Good evening, gentlemen. Please listen carefully. 
Scanning through the Glam Hotel, | noticed a lot of 
suspicious activity going back a month. Half the 
men in the lobby aren't even registered as guests 
within the hotel. Through face recognition, more 
than half of these men hold criminal records or 
records that connect to the Paz family. It is highly 
possible that every person X is in red, which can be 
seen through body imaging glasses provided by the 
agency. It could be a threat. In five minutes, | will 
shut The Glam Hotel security systems down, 
resulting in a blackout with a clear opening to take 
one of the lobby elevators to the penthouse floor. 
Agents, let God and Symbol be with you.” 


-Sue (T.U.D. PERSONAL A.I.) 


Meanwhile, outside the hotel, a thug on the 
payroll of the Paz family was on high alert due to 
the sudden blackout. Panic flickered in his eyes as 
he fumbled for his phone, desperately dialing 
Vivian's number. But the call went unanswered, 
sinking into the depths of voicemail oblivion. 


His frustration mounted within as he witnessed 
Figueroa and Mato making their way to an open 
elevator. "Get those two motherfuckers!" he 
bellowed, his voice filled with rage and desperation. 


His cry echoed through the corridors, 
momentarily piercing the veil of silence. However, 
Figueroa and Mato were undeterred; their training 
and resolve prepared them for the clash that 
awaited them. 


The lobby floor became a maelstrom of limbs 
and flying bodies as Figueroa and Mato unleashed a 
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whirlwind of hand-to-hand combat upon the 
unsuspecting hoodlums. The air thrummed with the 
crackle of breaking bones and the guttural grunts 
of exertion. 


Figueroa, a seasoned veteran with a lifetime of 
experience etched onto his weathered face, moved 
with the fluid grace of a seasoned predator. Each 
strike of his fist or kick was a calculated blow 
delivered with the raw power of a steel hammer. He 
weaved through the chaotic throng like a phantom, 
leaving a trail of groaning adversaries in his wake. 


Mato, his youthful exuberance tempered by the 
unforgiving realities of his profession, fought with a 
ferocity that belied his years. His movements were 
a blur of controlled aggression, his attacks fueled 
by a relentless determination to see the mission 
through. He danced around his opponents, his 
strikes precise and relentless, each one a 
testament to his rigorous training. Each strike and 
block carried with it a determination to overcome 
the obstacles standing in their way. 


Figueroa, his eyes narrowed in focus, disarmed 
a burly attacker with a swift kick, sending the man 
sprawling across the lobby floor. 


Figueroa's words, laced with confidence and a 
touch of arrogance, cut through the air as he 
addressed the last thug standing. 


"Good eye, but not good enough," he taunted, a 
smirk playing on his lips. 
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With the path momentarily cleared, they 
stepped into the elevator, leaving the defeated foes 
in their wake. 


As Figueroa and Mato ascended to the 
penthouse floor, a surge of adrenaline coursed 
through their veins. The dimly lit elevator carried 
them upward, their minds focused on the imminent 
confrontation with the armed thugs lurking ahead. 


The darkness outside the elevator doors was a 
canvas of uncertainty, but their agency-issued 
glasses, sleek and discreet, were more than mere 
fashion accessories. They were cutting-edge tools 
designed to pierce even the deepest shadows. They 
scanned the surroundings, searching for any signs 
of movement. 


In the penthouse, a sense of unease filled the 
room as Alexandrine Rousseau grappled with a 
disturbing realization. The loss of power, the eerie 
quiet, the absence of police cars—everything 
pointed to government involvement. Alexandrine's 
mind raced, his thoughts entangled with memories 
of his military years, tales of espionage, and the 
weight of the Paz family's criminal empire. 


His eyes darted to the window once more, but 
the absence of law enforcement only fueled his 
determination. He saw an opportunity to expose 
the secrets of these government agencies, to 
weave their stories into the fabric of history, 
forever etching the Paz family as both killers and 
victims of a grand conspiracy. 
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Meanwhile, Figueroa and Mato reached the 
penthouse floor and prepared for the final 
showdown. Their senses were heightened, and they 
observed a group of thugs dressed in Halloween- 
like attire courtesy of the Paz family. The agents’ 
eyes meta silent agreement between them as they 
planned their approach. 


As they entered the opulent penthouse, guns in 
hand, Vivian's voice echoed in their ears. 


"Just two men," she remarked, not knowing her 
words were a testament to their formidable skills. 


The agents surveyed the room, assessing the 
situation. Vivian stood with a smirk, clutching her 
knife with determination. 


"Sue, assess." 


With just two words, Mato commanded the Al, 
seeking Sue's analysis. He glanced at Janice, 
Hamilton's daughter, hoping to find reassurance 
that she was unharmed. 


The Paz family members studied the agents, 
their eyes filled with curiosity and a hint of 
trepidation, realizing they were facing adversaries 
who were not to be underestimated. The stage was 
set, and the tension in the room crackled like 
electricity, foreshadowing the clash that awaited 
them all. 


"So, what are you guys, FBI, DEA...CIA?” asked 
Alexandrine as he let out an obnoxious hurl of a 
laugh. He stood in the center of it all. Like the other 
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members of the Paz family, his face was hidden 
behind a black polished mask, stark and devoid of 
expression. Alexandrine's mask, however, held a 
subtle distinction from the rest of his gang. While 
the others remained blank slates, his was adorned 
with a single scar below his left eye. Everything 
else about him was prim and proper - a trait he 
kept from his past. His hair was styled back, and 
only a few strands fell on his face as he laughed 
maniacally. The room fell into a tense silence as the 
Paz family members awaited an answer to their 
mocking question. 


Figueroa and Mato exchanged a knowing 
glance, their expressions firm and resolute. 
Figueroa, the more outspoken of the two, stepped 
forward, his voice steady and calm. 


"We're not bound by the labels and constraints 
of any particular agency," Figueroa replied, his tone 
laced with a hint of mystery. "We are the guardians 
of justice, the unseen hands that strike when 
darkness threatens to engulf the light. We are the 
embodiment of a higher purpose, guided by 
principles that transcend the boundaries of 
government agencies." 


A flicker of confusion danced across the faces of 
the Paz family members, their eyes narrowing as 
they tried to unravel the enigma standing before 
them. 
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Figueroa's words carried an air of defiance, an 
unyielding belief in the righteousness of their 
cause. 


"You see, we don't need fancy acronyms to 
define us," Mato added, his voice joining Figueroa's 
with unwavering conviction. "We are driven by a 
sense of duty and an unwavering commitment to 
protect the innocent. We embody justice, operating 
in the shadows where others dare not tread.” 


The Paz family members exchanged glances, 
their expressions a mixture of intrigue and 
skepticism. The agents' words resonated within the 
room, casting a palpable aura of determination and 
purpose. 


A chilling hush descended upon the room, the 
weight of the impending battle pressing down upon 
each individual present. Once filled with the 
murmurs of strategy and preparation, the air hung 
thick with an unspoken tension. It was a moment of 
profound stillness, a pause before the storm, a 
stark contrast to the chaotic forces that swirled just 
beyond the threshold. 


This was more than just a confrontation; it was a 
symbolic representation of a fundamental conflict 
as old as time. On one side stood the agents of 
order, their faces etched with a grim determination 
to uphold the fragile balance of justice. Burning 
with righteous fire, their eyes mirrored the 
unwavering resolve that thrummed beneath their 
composed exteriors. 


82 


AGE 


The harbingers of chaos were facing them, their 
features contorted with a twisted pleasure in the 
prospect of unleashing havoc upon the world. Their 
eyes, devoid of any semblance of compassion, 
gleamed with a chilling apathy that spoke of their 
indifference to the suffering they were about to 
inflict. 


Silence lingered as the gravity of the situation 
settled upon them all. With their identities 
shrouded in mystery and their intentions clear, 
Figueroa and Mato stood before the Paz family as 
guardians of a higher calling, ready to confront the 
darkness that had enveloped the penthouse. The 
air crackled with anticipation, a palpable tension 
that thrummed beneath the skin and danced along 
the edges of every nerve. This was no mere 
skirmish, no fleeting clash of wills. This battle was 
born of epochs, a crucible where the fires of history 
would forge a new future. The stage was set not for 
a fleeting spectacle but for an epic narrative etched 
in the very fabric of time itself. 


The room crackled with tension as if the very 
fabric of reality strained against the impending 
eruption. Figueroa's voice sliced through the 
charged air, commanding attention and 
compliance. Outside, the wailing sirens could be 
heard, their piercing cries penetrating the fortress 
of the penthouse. 


It was a symphony of impending doom, a 
cacophony that mirrored the chaos within. But 
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amidst the chaos, Alexandrine found refuge in 
maniacal laughter. It danced on his lips like a 
twisted melody, mocking the gravity of the 
situation. Each peal of laughter grated against the 
nerves of those who witnessed it, a jarring 
dissonance against the backdrop of despair. It was 
a sound that spoke of a soul consumed by 
darkness, a mind unhinged by the very chaos he 
had orchestrated. 


Strained and desperate, Vivian's voice 
attempted to pierce the veil of madness that 
enveloped him. She called out, her words laden 
with frustration and a desperate plea for reason. 
Yet, it seemed futile, for Alexandrine had become a 
deranged terrorist, incapable of discerning right 
from wrong. 


Figueroa's command reverberated, echoing off 
the luxurious walls of the penthouse. The Paz 
family members hesitated, their eyes flickering with 
defiance and uncertainty. They were an organized, 
strategic group akin to those who shared viral 
videos, disseminating their messages with 
calculated precision. Yet now they stood on the 
precipice of surrender, caught between the 
relentless march of law and their desires for power. 


The seconds ticked away, the weight of 
impending consequences on the room. Figueroa’'s 
voice grew more urgent, his words a last plea for 
compliance. 
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“Stand down or fall before us. Your evil has 
come to an end.” 


The Paz family members shouted, their voices a 
chorus of resistance, their defiance mingling with 
the suffocating tension. It was a battle of wills, a 
clash between opposing forces teetering on the 
edge of resolution. 


Amid it all, Figueroa and Mato stood firm, their 
resolve unwavering. They were the agents of 
justice, the guardians of order, ready to face the 
storm head-on. Their voices cut through the 
turmoil, commanding authority and demanding 
compliance. They represented the thin line 
between chaos and redemption, navigating the 
treacherous currents of a world on the brink. As the 
countdown reached its final moments, a choice 
hung in the air, pregnant with consequences. 


The Paz family members exchanged glances, 
their eyes reflecting the weight of their decisions. 


Would they succumb to the forces of law, 
relinquishing their power and ambitions, or would 
they defy the agents and plunge deeper into the 
abyss of their criminal empire? In that suspended 
moment, the fate of the penthouse and_ its 
occupants trembled like a tightrope walker 
teetering on the edge of a precipice. The room held 
its breath, waiting for the final chord to be struck, 
for the echoes of choice to reverberate through the 
chambers of the penthouse. And in the stillness, as 
the sirens blared outside, the seeds of 
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transformation were sown, destined to bloom into a 
new chapter in the tangled web of their lives. 


As the countdown reached its climax, the room 
exploded into a flurry of action. 


"Two... One," the words hung in the air. 


Ball, the imposing figure, crumbled to the 
ground like a fallen giant, a testament to fate's 
swift and decisive strike. The wind whistled through 
the window, an eerie accompaniment to the 
unfolding drama. 


Nicholson, a harbinger of doom, played her part 
with calculated precision. Her shot found its mark, 
felling another member of the Paz family with a 
chilling accuracy. She was a phantom perched in 
the shadows, surveying the battlefield from the 
eyrie of a distant building. Her youthful face, 
etched with the focus of a seasoned warrior, is 
framed by her brown hair, tied back in a tight bun 
to avoid all distractions. She smirked as her bullet 
found its mark, and Ball fell to the ground. Without 
a second glance at the fallen man, she looked 
through the crosshairs of her scope and aligned it 
to take her next shot. 


Back in the hotel, Mato, a whirlwind of 
controlled fury, danced through the battlefield, his 
movements a blur of lethal precision. His fists and 
feet struck with the unyielding force of a battering 
ram, each blow a testament to his years of 
relentless training. A whirlwind of energy and 
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youthful exuberance, Mato cut through the scene 
like a lightning bolt. 


Beneath his tousled, sun-kissed hair, eyes like 
molten amber burned with a fierce determination 
that belied his youthful years. His lean frame, 
honed by years of relentless training, spoke of a 
body accustomed to pushing its limits. His 
movements, a blur of controlled chaos, were a 
testament to his mastery of multiple martial arts, 
each striking a precise brushstroke in the violent 
canvas of battle. 


Unlike Figueroa's stoic composure, Mato's 
emotions were worn on his sleeve. A cocky smirk 
danced on his lips, a challenge to any opponent 
who dared to underestimate him. 


He was a predator unleashed, his eyes blazing 
with the intensity of a hunting panther, dispatching 
adversaries with the ruthless efficiency of a 
machine. 


Even Vivian, a force to be reckoned with herself, 
was outmatched. Her knives, once deadly 
instruments in her own hands, were turned against 
her in a cruel twist of fate as Mato disarmed her 
with a breathtaking display of agility and skill. 


Across the room, a different dance unfolded. 
Figueroa, weathered and battle-scarred, faced off 
against Alexandrine and his siblings. Theirs was a 
brutal ballet of violence, a mesmerizing display of 
physical prowess and strategic wit. Each movement 
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was a Calculated strike, a response to a counter- 
response, a testament to their years of experience 
and mastery of their craft. 


His weathered face etched with steely 
determination, Figueroa moved with an almost 
effortless grace. His years of training allowed him 
to anticipate his opponents' moves, turning their 
attacks against them with a fluidity that was both 
captivating and deadly. His strikes were precise 
and powerful, delivered with a calmness that belied 
the ferocity of his intent. He was a storm in the eye 
of a hurricane, radiating an aura of quiet power 
that held the onlookers spellbound. Mastery made 
fighting appear effortless, a mesmerizing display of 
Skill and agility. 


The onlookers, enthralled by the spectacle, 
stared wide-eyed, their fascination akin to those 
captivated by the grandeur of a circus or the allure 
of a larger-than-life movie. In that chaotic survival 
dance, the boundaries between hero and villain 
blurred, like shadows cast by a flickering flame. 
Each strike and parry carried the weight of a 
thousand stories, a tapestry of human struggle 
woven with blood and sweat. 


The room became a stage, and the combatants 
were the actors in a drama unfolding with brutality 
and grace. Amid the chaotic struggle, the 
boundaries between hero and villain blurred. The 
air was thick with the metallic tang of blood and the 
acrid scent of sweat. 
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Amidst the chaos, the resolve of the agents held 
firm, their spirits unyielding against the forces of 
darkness. They fought for justice, and their hopes 
and dreams shattered in the wake of criminal 
machinations. 


In each blow, in each defeated foe, they sought 
to restore balance to a world teetering on the edge 
of oblivion. And so, the battle raged on, a 
microcosm of the eternal struggle between light 
and shadow. The spectators watched with bated 
breath, their hearts entwined with the fate of these 
warriors. At that moment, as punches landed and 
blades clashed, they witnessed the unyielding spirit 
of humanity, the indomitable force that fights 
against the encroaching night. Ultimately, the room 
fell silent, the once frenetic energy dissipating like 
smoke into the night air. The agents stood 
triumphant, their bodies weary but their spirits 
aflame. They had emerged victorious, a beacon of 
hope in a world shrouded in darkness. And as they 
surveyed the aftermath, the onlookers, their eyes 
filled with awe and gratitude, recognized the 
magnitude of their sacrifice. 


The battle may have ended, but the war against 
injustice raged on. 


Figueroa and his companions had become 
legends, their names whispered in hushed tones, 
their deeds etched into the annals of history. They 
were the guardians of truth, the defenders of the 
innocent, and as they stood amidst the wreckage, 


89 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


their hearts filled with a solemn determination to 
continue the fight. 


For in their hands lay the power to shape the 
destiny of a world teetering on the brink. And as 
the echoes of that fateful night faded into the 
depths of memory, a new chapter began, one 
where heroes and villains danced their eternal 
dance, and the fate of a city hung in the balance. 


Lily Jacobsen and Janice Hamilton extended 
their hands, trembling with relief and gratitude, to 
the T.U.D. agents who had become their saviors 
that fateful night. A sense of awe and admiration 
filled their hearts, mingling with the lingering scent 
of danger and triumph. 


The gravity of their encounter hung heavy in the 
atmosphere, leaving them momentarily speechless. 
Janice broke the silence, her voice quivering with 
emotion. 


"My father always spoke highly of your 
organization," she began, her words laced with 
admiration and curiosity. "He always believed in 
the power of action, in the possibility of forging a 
utopia from the ashes of chaos." 


Her eyes met Figueroa's, searching for 
affirmation, for a glimmer of hope. 


A small smile played at the corner of Figueroa's 
lips, his eyes reflecting a well of unspoken words. In 
that moment, a shared understanding passed 
between them, transcending the limitations of 
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language. It was a silent acknowledgment of 
dreams held close, of aspirations that danced just 
out of reach. 


The world seemed to hold its breath, waiting for 
the weight of those unspoken hopes to find their 
voice. But Figueroa, ever the enigma, offered no 
grand soliloquy or eloquent declaration. Instead, a 
simple phrase escaped his lips, almost lost in the 
echoes of the dissipating chaos. 


"That would be nice," he murmured, his voice 
carrying an unspoken longing. 


It was a fleeting sentiment, a whispered 
reminder of the elusive utopia they all sought to 
manifest. 


Nicholson and Mato, seasoned comrades in 
arms, exchanged knowing glances. They 
understood the unspoken call that awaited them 
beyond the remnants of the battle. Their 
courageous mentor, Figueroa, who had led them 
through the storm, now hungered for a different 
nourishment. His declaration echoed through their 
minds, a reminder of the mundane needs that often 
accompanied heroic feats. 


"I'm starving," Figueroa declared, his voice 
cutting through the silence like a beacon of 
normalcy. The trio began to walk away from the 
scene, their steps carrying them towards the 
promise of sustenance, of a shared meal that would 
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bridge the gap between the extraordinary and the 
everyday. 


And as they moved forward, their hearts buoyed 
by the knowledge that they had played their part in 
a larger narrative, the world continued to spin, its 
delicate balance upheld by the tireless efforts of 
those who dared to dream of utopias, no matter 
how out of reach they may seem. 
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Chapter 4: Gunho 


2018 


Neon buzzed like angry fireflies outside The 
Rusty Marlin, casting a jaundiced glow on the faces 
of Camp Lejeune Marines crammed inside. Smoke 
and laughter hung thick in the air, competing with 
the off-key wail of a jukebox ballad. In a corner 
booth, bathed in the flickering light of a dying 
Budweiser sign, Nicholson and Marcus found their 
kind of peace. 


Nicholson, built like a soldier under her 
fatigues, her light brown braids pulled back tight, 
surveyed the dartboard with a warrior’s fierce 
concentration. Her opponent, Marcus, with a quick 
grin and sly eyes, leaned against the scratched 
wood, arms crossed. He'd traded his usual attire for 
faded Levi's and an old T-shirt that bore the faded 
band insignia of his favorite hip-hop group. 


Their playful rivalry pulsed with the familiar 
electricity of unspoken attraction. Each dart thrown 
was a veiled challenge, each triumphant laugh a 
shared secret. Beneath the surface, something 
deeper simmered, a slow burn fueled by stolen 
glances, lingering touches, and late-night 
conversations that stretched until dawn, 
confessions whispered in the hushed aftermath of 
shared nightmares. 


Amidst the clinking of glasses and murmurs of 
patrons, Nicholson and Marcus find solace in each 
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other's company. The camaraderie forged through 
shared experiences in the military creates a bond 
that transcends societal barriers. They find refuge 
in this space, where they can openly discuss their 
trials and triumphs, offering support and 
understanding to one another. 


"One shot, Nicky," Marcus teased, his voice 
warm despite the gruffness. "Show me how that 
Cherokee blood makes you one with the feathered 
death stick." 


Nicholson snorted at the nickname, a sound 
surprisingly delicate from such a formidable frame. 
"Don't push your luck, Thompson. One stray feather 
and your afro becomes a porcupine." 


A roar of laughter from the next booth, where 
the rest of the team drowned their sorrows in 
cheap beer, momentarily drowned out the music. 


Nicholson's dart, launched with a flick of her 
wrist, buried itself in the triple twenty with a 
satisfying thud. Marcus clapped, mock 
disappointment dancing on his face. 


"See, Nicky? You're a natural. Soon, you'll take 
down deer with those things, leaving me and these 
boys shivering in your dust." 


The last notes of the jukebox ballad morphed 
into the rhythmic clinking of glasses and raucous 
laughter as men and women in the diver bard 
nursed their beers. The Rusty Marlin hummed with 
the boisterous energy of people off duty. Across the 
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booth, Nicholson and Marcus continued their playful 
battle with darts, their camaraderie a soothing 
balm in the rough-and-tumble atmosphere. 


The Rusty Marlin remained a silent witness to 
their unfolding story, its flickering lights 
illuminating stolen kisses, whispered jokes, and a 
bond forged in the crucible of camaraderie and 
mutual defiance against the darkness surrounding 
them. It was just the beginning, a clandestine 
whisper in the boisterous heart of the bar, a 
promise scrawled on a dartboard with feathered 
arrows, a love story born in the neon-drenched 
haze of the dive bar. 


KK 


Mato's phone vibrated against the polished 
granite table, its insistent buzz tearing through the 
hushed murmurs of the Agency's Situation Room. 
He glanced at the screen, a flicker of unease 
twisting his gut when he saw "Nicholson." They 
rarely communicated beyond work, and her silence 
was uSually a testament to her solitary nature and 
deep undercover missions. 


He excused himself, stepping into the dimly lit 
hallway with its muted hum of air conditioning. He 
pressed the phone to his ear and expected 
Nicholson's familiar drawl, a wry comment, or a 
mission update. Instead, a young girl's voice 
choked with tears ripped through the speaker. 
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"Mr. Mato? It's Kerri, Nicholson's daughter... My 
mom... she's missing." 


The world seemed to tilt on its axis. Nicholson, 
vanish? It simply wasn't possible. She was a force 
of nature, an immovable rock in the storm of their 
world. His mind raced, trying to fathom the 
impossible. 


"Missing? How? When?" 


Mato gripped the phone tighter, feeling the cold 
metal press against his palm. His heart pounded 
against his ribs, a drumbeat of worry. Nicholson's 
absence wasn't just a personal concern. 


With grim resolve, Mato promised Kerri, "Don't 
worry, Kerri. I'll find her. Call me your location, and 
I'll be there soon." 


Returning to the Situation Room, the air 
crackled with a new tension. A storm was brewing 
in his eyes. His first thought was to contact Marcus. 


"Marcus," he rasped, his voice tight with 
urgency. "Nicholson's missing." 


Marcus, Nicholson's husband, patched through 
on speakerphone, his voice rough with worry, 
confirming Mato's fear. 


"Mato, it's true. She's gone. Kerri mentioned a 
fight, shadows... her mother's reservation." 


Mato, ever the strategist, took charge. "Mark, 
tell me everything Kerri mentioned. The fight, the 
shadows, the nature changing." 
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Marcus relayed Kerri's fractured account, a 
Surreal tale of Nicholson battling unseen forces, 
shadows dancing in the sunlight, and a tangible 
shift in the air. As she fought, the withering plants 
revived, birdsong returned, and a sense of balance 
restored. 


Mato listened intently, piecing together 
fragments of a puzzle far beyond their 
understanding. Harmony versus disruption, light 
versus shadow - it felt like the whispers of an 
ancient conflict playing out through Nicholson's 
struggle. 


"Mark," he said, a plan solidifying in his mind. "I 
need to get to the reservation, her mother's land. It 
might be the key to finding Nicholson and 
understanding what's happening." Marcus replied 
with a choked agreement, understanding the 
urgency. Mato hung up, the silence in the room 
now pregnant with purpose. He was about to 
embark on a mission unlike any other: a rescue 
operation outside their jurisdiction to find Nicholson 
without the Agency catching wind. Everything had 
to be kept under wraps. 


“Strong and able to see clearly was the greatest 
strength one can have in our culture,” said 
Nicholson as she and Mato stared at the clear sky, 
watching the bald eagle around the lumber coast 
wood. 


Her voice was full of passion and respect as she 
spoke on the legends of the magical creature, as it 
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was a trustful leader, a messenger who placed the 
connection between us and our creator of life. 
Erratically, she repeated the fatherland as Mato 
pulled from the wound. 


Erratically, his vision deferred, Nicholson’s 
voice in motion to the beating sun as he tried to 
keep up with her words, tried to keep up with her 
safekeeping. 


“Fly, my friend. Fly!” she shouted wildly, pulling 
lightly on the hash. More and more led to obscurity, 
as he could see the fire in the Sun and closer to the 
eagle. It was now a mammoth, looking down on 
him as if he were the prey. Its tusks were 
positioned like a divine messenger as Nicholson 
raged and Mato was still from the mammoth 
creature. 


The heavy storm woke Mato out of his 
nightmare. 


He sat upright with a jolt and began pondering 
with feelings of grey. Maybe it was the missions, 
cluttering up, one on top one, dedication to a 
commodity that he still couldn’t understand, or 
perhaps it was a sign of a surreal vision. Either way, 
he knew he had to help Nicholson. 


The nightmare’s tendrils still clung to Mato's 
mind. The blurry vision flickered on the back of his 
eyelids as he drove, refusing to form fully. Shame 
coiled in his gut, refusing to let the frightening 
images coalesce. Yet, a glimmer of possibility 
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pierced the fog - could this be a message from 
Nicholson, a cryptic prophecy woven by a medicine 
man with foresight, a pessimist with purpose? 


The thought spurred him onward, driving 
through the sun-drenched Carolina landscape, 
chasing answers amidst the whispering shadows of 
the reservation. 


“Nicholson's hometown. Paha Sapa reservation. 
Dig deep and understand her roots and her family 
dynamic. This needs to be clean and according to 
protocol. Go by the book. No whisper of this outside 
these walls,” Mato ordered Sue, the A.I. 


The screen blinked, its metallic voice devoid of 


inflection replied, "Understood. Commencing 
background extraction on Nicholson, codename 
‘Disruption’... Paha Sapa... Family tree... 


Connections to TUD executives..." 
Mato nodded sharply. 


"Nicholson might have stumbled onto something 
big, something they wouldn't hesitate to bury. 
Otherwise, she wouldn’t have left abruptly in the 
middle of the night. She could hold a grudge, but 
this is bigger than payback against some card 
dealers. This is about pulling back the curtain on a 
hornet's nest." 


The Al's analysis flickered on the screen, a web 
of names and figures swirling around Nicholson's 
family as Mato drove towards the reservation Paha 
Sapa. An ancestral lineage steeped in Lakota 
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tradition, intertwined with a web of shadowy 
corporations with their tendrils reaching into the 
reservation. A name jumped out "Jameson Williams, 
the half-breed CEO of Grand Tatetob, suspected 
TUD collaborator." 


Mato frowned. Jameson Williams was a figure 
whispered about in hushed tones in Paha Sapa. 
Some called him a shrewd businessman, others a 
puppet king dancing to TUD's tune. Nicholson had 
mentioned him, a fleeting shadow in her stories 
about the reservation's struggles. Could he be the 
source of the corruption, the puppeteer pulling the 
strings? 


“Expand on Jameson Williams," Mato instructed, 
his gaze unwavering. “NO, wait. Give me all the 
information on Paha Sapa and Jameson Williams.” 


“Paha Sapa,” the reservation stood within the 
emerald woods, set off as unindustrialized though 
carrying a lot of visitors due to his majestic 
sorcerer, full-breaded witch doctor, and remarkable 
medicine man called Mahpyua Luta, which means 
“Red Cloud.” 


His showings were a nice amuse-gueule, as he 
could ease one’s mind, playing con to the Moksins 
tribe’s biggest asset to the stealer, The Four Winds 
Resort Casino, the evil that spread through their 
ancestral homeland. Mahpyua cabin was right on 
the edge of the reservation, with the sense of 
leaving outsiders comfortable. 
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Drugs, prostitution, and crime wove a tapestry 
of despair on the Paha Sapa reservation, all 
orchestrated by the shadowy figure of Jameson 
Williams. Needle-strewn shacks, lit by flickering oil 
lamps, became dens of methamphetamine and 
heroin addiction, their skeletal shadows haunting 
the reservation's dusty backroads. Young Lakota 
women, their vibrant spirits dimmed by 
exploitation, were forced into prostitution within the 
opulent walls of Jameson's "Grand Tatetob" resort. 
Glimmering chandeliers cast cold light on their 
stolen innocence, starkly contrasting the desperate 
whispers filling the casino's smoke-filled air. Petty 
theft and gang violence erupted like sparks in the 
tinderbox of poverty and despair. 


At the heart of this web of suffering sat Jameson 
Williams, a half-breed Lakota businessman whose 
greed cast a long and chilling shadow over the 
reservation. He sat in a plush office adorned with 
Lakota artifacts, his Moksin blood a bitter reminder 
of the betrayal of his heritage. He counted stacks of 
ill-gotten cash, his cold eyes reflecting the broken 
lives and shattered communities he left in his wake. 


Kenoo, caught between loyalty and justice, 
stands at odds with this powerful man. His journey 
became a beacon of hope amidst the darkness, a 
testament to the resilience of the Lakota spirit and 
the fight for a brighter future. Anytime “Kenoo” 
could dent the miscreant’s operation, he would - a 
battle that would go on for a few years. Though 


101 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


“Grand Tatetob” was considered grown, so was 
Jameson’s criminal alias, as “Kenoo” disappeared 
soon after, unable to fight against the evil that 
prevailed.” 


Sue, the A.l., gave intel to Mato, who now 
understood why she had left quickly. 


Marcus had told Mato that she had left him and 
his daughter in the middle of the night. He recalled 
their first meeting, the smoky haze of the bar 
swirling around them like a premonition. Nicholson, 
a whirlwind of dark braids and fiery eyes, had 
challenged him to a game of darts, her laughter 
ringing like wind chimes as she tossed the 
feathered projectiles with uncanny accuracy, one in 
each hand. 


"We practice that back home," she'd explained, 
her voice husky with a hint of a secret. "Me and my 
sister Abey. She's right-handed, and I'm left. We 
fight, dance, throw sticks - all with both hands. 
People need to see different sides, you know? 
Confuse them enough, and they will stop trying to 
pin you down." 


Mark, a self-proclaimed troublemaker with a 
heart full of wanderlust, had been captivated. With 
her quiet intensity and enigmatic past, Nicholson 
felt like a puzzle he yearned to solve. He learned 
about her family, steeped in ancient Lakota 
traditions, where she and Abey were known as the 
"Disruption" and the "Harmony" - two sides of the 
same coin, forever intertwined. Anya, the calm 
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center, the mediator, and Nicholson, the spark, the 
unpredictable force of nature. 


But even their carefully crafted balance couldn't 
shield them from the whispers of destiny. 


As expected, Marcus was devastated by her 
sudden departure. Nicholson, once a sunbeam 
dancing in their lives, was now a gaping absence, a 
space echoing with the soft snore of her husband 
and the whimper of a restless dream from their 
daughter. The house, once filled with the melody of 
her laughter and the comforting rhythm of her 
steps, held its breath, suffocated by the silence she 
left behind. 


As Mato reached the reservation, he began his 
search for Nicholson. 


KKK 


It was in the middle of the night when Nicholson 
had decided to leave. It was better not to wake 
Kerri or Marcus and disturb their peace with the 
mysterious call she had gotten from Abey. 


It had been a while since anyone from back 
home had contacted her. The news had unsettled 
her. It had been years since she left the Marines 
and joined the agency, but the missions here kept 
her more busy in the Marine Corps, and she barely 
had time to take care of her family, let alone keep 
up with anything back home. 


But now they needed her, and she had to go. 
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Dust billowed in crimson clouds as Nicholson's 
rusted pickup coughed its final exhale on the 
reservation's dusty artery. Years of asphalt scars 
haven't erased the scent of sunbaked sage and 
ancient earth that clung to the air like a forgotten 
lullaby. But the melody held no solace for her 
today. Fury, not nostalgia, painted her eyes the 
angry red of dawn as she slammed the door shut, 
the clang echoing like a gunshot in the still 
afternoon. 


The sun bled crimson on the horizon, painting 
the cabin in a macabre light. As the stars unfurled 
their tapestry across the velvet sky, Nicholson sat 
amidst the ghosts of her memories, broken and 
hollow. The reservation she'd left in a hurry still 
held her captive, its embrace as unforgiving as the 
desert wind. And in the stark silence of the cabin, 
she finally faced the echoes of a past that wouldn't 
let her go. It had been years since she was back in 
her homeland. Her memories of the land remained, 
but there was something different about the place 
this time. Her boots, caked in city grime, crunched 
like broken promises on the pebbled path to the 
cabin. This ramshackle sentinel of her memories, 
weathered by sun and neglect, stood defiant 
against the encroaching scrub. Without knocking, 
Nicholson busted open the warped front door. 


"What took you so long?" Abey, a woman similar 
in stature to Nicholson, retorted, her voice laced 
with a hint of fear and defiance. "You scared my 


104 


AGE 


daughter half to death, bursting in here like a 
desert storm." 


Nicholson's eyes blazed, her words sharp as 
desert thorns. 


"My cousin, you haven't even bothered to 
introduce me to yet," she said, her grip tightening 
on Abey's arm. "Is this how you welcome family?" 


Abey threw her head back, a wry smile played 
on her lips. 


"Nicky, you know better than anyone how things 
work around here," she said, her voice dripping 
with a sardonic charm. "Besides, you always were 
one for dramatic entrances, Cuz." 


She stepped back, deftly maneuvering out of 
Nicholson's grasp. Nicholson’s eyes flicked to the 
mantel, which held a picture frame. The picture 
displayed the faces of Captain Laughlin and Zip, 
two figures alien to this dusty cabin as a Martian 
sunset. 


"These men in the picture with you," Abey 
asked, looking over Nicholson’s shoulder at the 
picture, her tone laced with barely veiled 
accusation. “Rumor around the reservation is that 
they are TUD agents. Here for business with the 
other agents. | guess they have some alliance.” 


Nicholson scoffed. 


"Hold on a second, Abigail," she said, her voice 
laced with disbelief. "These two men are white 
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British naval officers, and... the other is a ship's 
captain? They're about as far from TUD as you can 
get." 


Abey looked shocked. 


"Well, they're here for business, aren't they? 
And from what I hear, it's all on your behalf." 


Nicholson let out a frustrated groan, throwing 
her hands up in exasperation. "Abey, it's a bunch of 
bullsh... Look at this picture. This is Captain 
Laughlin, and the man beside him is Zip. These two 
men who are standing next to the reservation 
chief.” 


Abey took the picture frame from Nicholson’s 
hand and rolled her eyes as she observed the 
picture. 


“But these men have been here to help me with 
the reservation,” Abey stated, her voice getting 
defensive. 


“Speaking of which, you need to tell me what 
has been happening here. We need to get to the 
bottom of this. | couldn’t understand much of what 
you said on the call.” 


“Things have been getting worse day by day,” 
Abey explained how awful the crime rate had been 
getting in Paha Sapa. “Poverty, grief, famine, and 
sickness had spread throughout the reservation, 
but something even sinister lurks underneath it. 
Our people are having a hard time, and it's not 
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looking good. We need to get to the bottom of 
this.” 


“That’s why I’m here.” 


"You never saw it back then, Cuz," Abey's voice 
was low, roughened by dust and unspoken grief. 
“Before you flew the coop, this reservation used to 
sing. Laughter on the wind, stories whispering 
through the grass. Now, it's choked with shadows, 
haunted by ghosts." A shiver ran down Nicholson's 
spine. She closed her eyes, conjuring up a faded 
memory of childhood summers spent here, chasing 
dragonflies across sun-drenched fields, the air thick 
with the scent of sweetgrass and frybread. Now, 
Abey's words painted a starkly different picture. 


"The drugs," Abey continued, her voice 
hardening. "They slithered in like vipers, poisoning 
our elders, stealing our children's dreams. Every 
day, another needle-strewn alley, another wasted 
soul. Jameson Williams. That bastard built his 
empire on our broken backs, his casino humming 
with stolen hope and whispered deals." 


Her eyes met Nicholson's, raw and accusing. 


"You escaped it, Nicholson," she spat. "Ran off 
to your fancy city life while we choked on dust and 
despair. Did you ever think about what you left 
behind? The whispers that followed you, calling you 
a coward, a deserter?" 
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The guilt, a festering wound Nicholson thought 
she'd cauterized, bled afresh. Shame flushed her 
cheeks. 


"I... | couldn't stay," she stammered. 


Abey scoffed, a bitter laugh catching in her 
throat. 


"Couldn't face it? Or couldn't face yourself, 
living amongst the ghosts of who you once were? 
This land, Cuz, holds our ancestors' bones, their 
whispers in the wind. You ran from that too, didn't 
you?" 


Nicholson’s earpiece beeped, interrupting their 
conversation. 


“Sue...” 


“Agent Nicholson Paddock, you are now in 
violation of Code 14. This is state Gunho. An agent 
must never pursue criminal cases for personal gain 
as you hold sensitive information that should be 
placed into the hands of local law enforcement 
instead of the agent involved handling it.” 


“Sue... Sue, | don’t care. Please patch me to 
Agent Mato.” 


“Agent Paddock, It is my job to let you know 
that you are in violation of The Agency’s code 14.” 


“Yes, yes. You have already told me to patch me 
in with Mato.” 
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“Nicholson, where are you? Your family is 
worried about you,” Mato’s voice filtered through 
the earpiece. 


Nicholson glanced over at Abey, who was still 
looking at the image of Captain Laughlin and Zip in 
an almost dream-like state. She pulled out her 
tablet and showed the picture to Mato. 


“Do you know these men?” she asked Mato. 


“Yeah, are they at the reservation? That must 
mean that they are there portraying as 
mercenaries.” 


“Actually, they are portrayed as businessmen, 
and they bought along ten mercenaries with them,” 
Abey butted in. “I have deciphered their profiles as 
well.” 


“Im at the reservation, looking for you, 
Nicholson. Ping me your location,” Mato asked. 


Nicholson pinged her location to Mato as Abey 
continued to show them the profile she had pulled 
up. 

“| see what the deal is,” Nicholson said. “Abey 
showed the data she had of all the land they 
owned, and all the profits from all the properties 
went to them. This land is still home to many 
people.” 


The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across 
the dusty reservation street as Nicholson and Abey 
strolled, impatience simmering just beneath the 


109 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


surface. The air thrummed with a restless energy, 
the kind that precedes a dust storm or a 
confrontation. And a confrontation it would be, for 
trouble, like tumbleweeds, had a way of finding 
them. 


Across the street, a knot of figures materialized: 
young men with the swagger of entitlement and 
the boredom of wasted lives. Their gazes honed in 
on a young Lakota boy- a small shop owner's son- 
and his girlfriend, their laughter sharp and 
predatory. 


Nicholson's fist clenched at her side, the 
memory of her youth, similar vultures picking at 
her vulnerability, clawing at her throat. She felt the 
surge of the "disruptive" energy, raw and chaotic, 
but Abey's hand on her arm held her back. 


"Not today, Abey," Abey murmured, her voice a 
low rumble. "Not here." 


But the rumble soon became a tremor as Abey 
stepped forward, the air rippling around her like 
heat off the asphalt. Her eyes, usually warm and 
welcoming, hardened into chips of obsidian. 
Sensing the shift, the young men backed away, fear 
replacing their bravado. 


"Leave," Abey growled, her voice a guttural 
command. "This ain't your playground." 


One of the boys, taller than the others with a 
cocky sneer etched on his face, took a defiant step 
forward. "Says who, squaw?" 
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Abey's eyes flashed. In that instant, the world 
around them shifted. The dusty street became a 
swirling vortex, the air thick with energy that 
crackled and popped. The young men stumbled 
back, shielding themselves from Abey’s eyes. 


Then, it began. Abey moved with the swiftness 
of a viper, each kick and punch infused with the 
raw power of the disruptive. She was a whirlwind of 
flailing limbs and searing energy, a stormcloud 
dancing on the dusty plains. Boys went flying, limbs 
flailing, their bravado replaced by abject terror. 


The remaining boys turned toward Nicholson 
and Abey with menacing looks and started 
advancing towards them. 


Watching the raw energy crackle in her cousin, 
Nicholson felt a counterpoint rise within her. It was 
the harmony, the soothing song that whispered 
beneath the chaotic roar. And as Abey attacked, 
Nicholson defended, her movements fluid and 
elegant, a ballet of deflected blows and graceful 
incapacitation. 


Together, they were a symphony of power: Abey 
the storm, Nicholson the calm, both weaving a 
devastating tapestry of pain and protection. The 
young men, their numbers now halved, crumpled 
under the onslaught, whimpering pleas for mercy 
swallowed by the dust swirling in their wake. 


Finally, only one remained, the cocky leader, 
now crouching on the ground, his eyes wide with 
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the primal fear of a cornered animal. Abey stood 
over him, the disruptive energy crackling around 
her like static electricity. But then, Nicholson 
stepped forward, her hand outstretched. 


“Who are you working for?” Nicholson asked 
him as the store owner’s son ran away with his 
girlfriend. She began interrogating the boy when 
Mato showed up next to them. 


The boy coughed but said nothing, staring 
Nicholson dead in the eyes. Nicholson looked at 
him, the hatred clear in his eyes—so much hatred 
from someone so young. The well of corruption ran 
deep if this boy refused to give up information after 
they had gotten rid of all his fellow gang members. 


“We need information, Abey, and we need it 
now,” she said, turning toward her cousin. 


“| don’t have much, but I know it is all related to 
the biggest Casino. They are bleeding the 
reservation dry.” 


“With that tattoo, I’m assuming that you are 
with Laughlin and his men,” Mato turned to face 
the young man, who nodded in response. 


“We can deal with Laughlin and his men later. 
Right now, we need to find more information on 
whoever this Jameson guy is and get to the bottom 
of this,” Nicholson told Mato. “Does anyone at the 
agency know that you are here?” 
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“Of course not. | had to keep this mission a 
secret, which goes against all agency protocols. But 
you should be careful.” 


“Sue has already informed me that | am Gunho. 
| don’t know if anyone at the agency knows, but | 
don’t care right now. My home is in danger, and it 
is my responsibility as an agent to help those in 
need. | can’t sit by idly when | know the local law 
enforcement will do nothing about this situation 
because they are quite possibly involved in this 
corrupt mission.” 


“You still need to keep a low profile,” Mato 
warned her. 


“Never you mind that,” Nicholson shrugged. 
“Abey, you know where to get more information on 
Jameson.” 


“There is one elder that we can go to...” 


KKK 


“Years before you would have been born, I stood 
witness to a chilling harmony turned to disruption. 
Desmond, the man you now know as Jameson, 
whose eyes glinted like obsidian mirrors reflecting 
the reservation's despair, held all of us in his thrall. 
Through whispers sown in the fertile ground of 
poverty and broken treaties, he manipulated all of 
our minds, weaving famine, grief, and sickness into 
the fabric of our very lives. Generations of forced 
relocations and political apathy had fractured our 
people’s spirit, making us ripe for Jameson's 
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poisonous influence,” the shaman told Abey, 
Nicholson, and Mato. 


He was a majestic sorcerer, full-breaded witch 
doctor, and remarkable medicine man called 
Mahpyua Luta, which meant “Red Cloud.” He was 
the Moksins tribe’s elder. 


“I was young then and wielded a secret power 
learned from my elder. | shielded the reservation 
from Desmond's insidious touch. The cost was 
steep. Our reservation's shamans, burdened by the 
collective despair, succumbed to the same 
darkness they fought. Only whispers remain of 
some of them.” 


Nicholson’s eyes widened. “How old is 
Jameson?” 


“Some surmise that he is as old as time itself, 
but there is no way to know for sure. Now, your 
generation is haunted by Jameson's echoes and the 
gnawing anxiety you feel for the reservation's 
dwindling fortunes, which is why you sought me 
out.” 


Mahpyua Luta's weathered face, etched with the 
memory of broken promises and stolen land, 
creased with understanding. 


"Isn't that why you seek me out, child?" 


Around the fire, the silence pulsed with dread, 
mirroring the emptiness in their stomachs and the 
despair etched on their faces. Beyond the circle of 
warmth, an ancient cabin loomed like a skeletal 
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claw against the star-dusted sky. Its weathered 
timber, warped by the caress of countless winters, 
bore the scars of abandonment. Ivy, a verdant 
predator, had claimed the porch railings for its 
throne, its tendrils slithering towards the roof like 
emerald veins. The darkness that surrounded them 
resembled how they felt on the inside. 


Finally, Abey rasped, "He plays our minds, 
Jameson. Like before. Sickness, grief... the deaths." 


Nicholson nodded, her gaze flickering toward 
the dying embers. 


“But | grow weak, poisoned by the same 
darkness he spreads. So now Jameson walks free." 


A shiver danced down Nicholson's spine. The 
whispers of Jameson's manipulation had reached 
even her, chilling reports of sudden collapses and 
inexplicable despair echoing the horrors that her 
cousin spoke of. But to know it stemmed from 
something ancient and had seeped deep into the 
roots of her home sent a different kind of fear 
coursing through her. 


"You said that you knew how to block him out," 
Nicholson's voice cut through the tension, sharp 
with determination. "Can you teach us? Can we 
fight back?" 


Mahpyua Luta's eyes, two pools of ancient 
wisdom, met theirs. 


“The journey ahead will be perilous, shadowed 
by secrets and sacrifice. But for the first time in 
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years, as | look at your faces, a flicker of hope 
dances in the air, a fragile ember waiting to be 
fanned into a roaring flame against the encroaching 
darkness. The fate of the reservation, and perhaps 
our own, rests on the courage of three unlikely 
heroes. The fight will not only be with this version 
of Desmond but the legacy of colonization, the 
shackles of poverty, and the echoes of broken 
promises. This is not just about shielding your 
minds but about reclaiming our land’s harmony, 
rewriting the land’s narrative, and proving that 
even in the face of immense disruption, you can 
rise, unite, and rewrite the reservation and its 
people's destiny.” 


“Before we go any further, we need to settle this 
thing with Laughlin and his men,” Mato declared 
when they left the Shaman’s cabin. 


“But we need to locate them first.” 


“Sue, | need information on Captain Laughlin 
and Zip. Stat.” 


“Sure, here is the information that you asked 
for. | will remind you that this mission is outside of 
the agency’s jurisdiction, and you might face 
consequences.” 


“Then keep all of this information off the grid.” 


Mato’s voice carried an air of command that 
resembled Figueroa, and without any other word, 
Sue agreed to keep all information and the mission 
off the grid. 
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Mato, Nicholson, and Abey met up with Captain 
Laughlin and Zip, and they confront him about his 
involvement in the low-level criminal activities that 
have been taking place around the reservation and 
inform him of the truth about Jameson and his evil 
plans. 


“The web of evil that Jameson has spread has 
ruined this reservation's roots, and you have to 
know that he is playing you for a fool. He is using 
you and your men for his advantage to do his 
bidding, and once he is done, he will do to you what 
he has done to the innocent people of this land,” 
Nicholson said to Captain Laughlin, whose only 
response was laughter. 


“Well, I'll be damned. That old geezer has been 
two-timing us the entire time. | wasn’t aware his 
evil ran this deep,” Captain Laughlin said, shaking 
his head. 


“In good conscience, we can’t move forward 
with this anymore, Captain,” Zip asked, looking at 
his captain for his final word before agreeing to 
help the trio standing before them. From the looks 
of the women, it was evident that they were native 
to the land; their skin and eyes spoke of their 
heritage, but Mato was clearly not from the 
reservation. He wondered how Mato had gotten 
himself involved in all of this. “We will help you. But 
know that it won’t be easy. | only have so much 
information about the casino. Jameson didn’t tell us 
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much about what was going on inside. But what do 
we get if we help you?” 


“Your help is appreciated regardless of how 
small it is.” 


“The way I see it is if | put in my lot with you, 
then there is no guarantee for me and my crew. 
What makes you think that | will help you in this 
situation when | could end up dead if | side with 
you? If Jameson is an evil older than us, then only a 
fool will go against him?” Captain Laughlin replied. 


It was clear to Abey Nicholson and Mato that the 
man needed to be incentivized if he was to help 
them, but they couldn’t offer him anything since 
this mission was kept off-grid. 


But they eventually managed to convince the 
Captain and Zip with promises of glory and 
adventure. And so Laughlin and Zip joined the trio 
in helping fight the evil that haunted the 
reservation. It took them a few days to prepare, but 
they were ready and headed directly to the Casino. 
There was no way to face Jameson and his evil 
except to fight him head-on. 


The Four Winds Resort Casino floor, once a 
haven of flashing lights and clinking coins, became 
a macabre dance floor of the undead. Jameson, 
shrouded in a nimbus of dark magic, raised his 
hands, and the air crackled with necromantic 
energy. 
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The air around Jameson thrummed with a sickly 
green luminescence emanating from the sigils 
etched onto his palms. Each symbol writhed with 
malevolent energy, a conduit for the forbidden 
powers coursing through his veins. With each 
syllable of his chant, the very fabric of reality 
seemed to warp, responding to his twisted desires. 
From the shadows, crawled warriors adorned in 
ceremonial feathers, their vacant eyes glowing with 
borrowed embers. Even the fallen SBS mercenaries 
rose, guns clattering to the marble floor as they 
shuffled forward, faces contorted in eternal 
grimaces. Nicholson launched herself into the fray 
with a war cry that seemed to rip the very fabric of 
the casino. Her eyes crackled with disruption 
energy, painting the air with jagged lines of raw 
power. Unlike the brute force of Mato or the 
whirlwind fury of Abey, Nicholson's movements 
were a calculated storm, each strike as precise as it 
was devastating, a testament to her training as a 
sniper. 


She wasn't a berserker but a maestro of 
disruption. Her every kick and punch unleashed 
controlled bursts of energy, shattering bone and 
severing the unnatural tethers that bound the 
undead to their borrowed existence. Reanimated 
warriors, lumbering towards her with vacant eyes, 
met their end in a flurry of lightning-fast strikes. 


But Nicholson wasn't just about offense. Her 
quick reflexes, honed through years of espionage 
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and covert operations, made her a dancing 
phantom amidst the undead horde. Bullets, fired by 
the reanimated mercenaries, seemed to bend 
around her, their trajectories warped by the 
disruptive field she generated. She spun through 
the air, dodging blades and bone claws with an 
almost balletic grace, leaving a trail of stunned and 
disoriented husks in her wake. 


On the other hand, Abey fought like a 
tempestuous dervish, weaving through the fray; 
her staff was a conduit of raw kinetic energy. She 
sent reanimated warriors flying with each sweep, 
their limbs scattering like autumn leaves. Her 
movements were a blur of feints and parries, a 
storm of controlled chaos defying the encroaching 
tide of death. Mato's motorcycle roared through the 
casino floor, a chrome chariot amidst the macabre 
ballet of the undead. Each rev was a war cry, each 
skid a defiance against the encroaching darkness. 
His handlebars were extensions of his will, guiding 
the snarling beast through a sea of shambling 
corpses. The polished oak staff strapped to Mato's 
motorcycle wasn't just ceremonial wood. It was a 
transformer, a weapon as adaptable as the rider 
himself. With a twist of his wrist, the smooth 
surface segmented, revealing hidden barrels and 
gleaming chambers. His war club morphed into a 
pair of shotguns, their heavy muzzles whispering 
promises of leaden defiance. 
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Mato roared past a pack of shambling corpses, 
the engine's scream echoing off the casino's 
marble walls. His handlebars became extensions of 
his guns, aiming with deadly precision as he carved 
a fiery path through the undead horde. Each 
squeeze of the trigger unleashed a thunderous 
roar, buckshot ripping through bone and tearing 
apart the borrowed life that animated the fallen. 


When the shotgun shells ran dry, he didn't 
falter. With another twist, the barrels rearranged, 
morphing into pistols with wicked curves. These 
held an ancestral venom, their silver bullets etched 
with ancient symbols that burned like sunfire upon 
contact with the darkness. They were for closer 
encounters, for moments where the dance of 
bullets and bone became a brutal tango. 


Mato weaved through the casino floor, smoke 
trailing from his guns like spectral banners. He 
became a whirlwind of fire and fury, a one-man 
storm amidst the macabre ballet of the undead. 
Each shot was a beat in a song of defiance, a 
declaration of life against the encroaching 
darkness. His guns weren't just weapons; they were 
an extension of his spirit, a testament to the 
resilience of the land and its protector. 


But the tide of death rose relentlessly. 
Reanimated warriors, their hollow eyes glowing 
with borrowed embers, surged forward, fueled by 
Jameson's dark magic. Even the fallen SAS 
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mercenaries, transformed into spectral 
marionettes, unleashed volleys of ghostly gunfire. 


At Mato's flank, Nicholson danced like a 
whirlwind of burning fire. Her disruption energy 
crackled around her, a jagged counterpoint to the 
mindless shamble of the undead. With each strike, 
she tore through reanimated bodies, severing the 
necromantic tethers holding them together. Her 
eyes, blazing with determination, met Laughlin's 
spectral gaze. The reanimated captain, his face a 
parody of its former swagger, wielded a ghostly 
cutlass, his movements stiff yet driven by a flicker 
of humanity buried beneath the stolen life. 


Zip, his burly form a storm in a bear's body, 
roared in defiance. His spectral shotgun boomed, 
sending blasts of ethereal buckshot through the 
undead horde. He moved with a lumbering grace; 
his loyalty forged in the fire of guilt and newfound 
purpose. He protected Abey's flank, a whirlwind of 
lead and righteous fury against the shadows. 


From the heart of the chaos, Jameson cackled, 
his eyes pools of malevolent green. He raised his 
hands, channeling the stolen life from the fallen, his 
power growing with each scream that echoed 
through the air. Laughter, Zip's desperate shout, 
Mato's roar of defiance - all fuel for the 
necromancer's dark engine. 


But Jameson wasn't content with sending 
mindless puppets. With a cruel gesture, he ripped 
open a spectral rift, pulling forth a grotesque 
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parody of the dead elders of the reservation. The 
reanimated elders bore the marks of their brutal 
demise, and their once-proud faces a mangled 
mess, their eyes burning with unholy fire. They 
roared a sound that scraped against the soul and 
charged at Abey, the spectral cutlass flashing. 


Abey met the charge with a defiant snarl. Staff 
met blade, the air singing with the clash of magic 
and steel. Each parry pushed Abey back, the 
spectral blade biting into her staff, sending 
splinters flying. But Abey held firm, her eyes 
hardening with resolve. As Laughlin's blade 
descended for a killing blow, a bolt of emerald 
energy crackled from Nicholson's axe, slamming 
into the reanimated captain's chest. The spectral 
form recoiled, its unholy light flickering. 


Abey spun away from the elder’s spectral swipe, 
her staff a blur as she redirected the momentum 
around her. Her magic, vibrant, kinetic energy 
thrummed through the air, pulsing in rhythmic 
harmony with the very beat of the earth. In the 
shadows, Nicholson danced alongside, her eyes 
blazing with disruption energy, a jagged 
counterpoint to Abey's flowing rhythm. 


They faced the reanimated elders, whose once- 
respected faces contorted in spectral rage. Claws of 
bone and blades of enchanted wood whipped 
through the air, each strike aimed to end their 
defiance. But Abey and Nicholson moved as one, a 
whirlwind of contrasting energies weaving a 
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mesmerizing tapestry of defense. Abey's staff met 
a bone claw mid-strike, the impact sending tremors 
through the casino floor. Her body, attuned to the 
earth's heartbeat, flowed with the blow, redirecting 
the force into a spinning kick that slammed into 
another elder's chest, shattering its spectral ribs. 
Nicholson, a phantom in the dying light, darted 
through the fray, her gun a bolt of disruption 
energy that sent energy through limbs of 
enchanted wood and severed the necromantic 
tethers that bound the fallen to their borrowed 
existence. 


But the true danger lurked at the heart of the 
chaos. Jameson's eyes pooled in malevolent green, 
unleashing a wave of dark magic that pulsed with 
the echo of stolen life. The shadows writhed, 
forming into grotesque creatures that lunged at 
them, teeth dripping with necromantic ichor. 


Nicholson and Abey met the onslaught head-on. 
Nicholson's gun crackled with a strange energy, its 
jagged energy tearing through the shadows, 
disrupting their unnatural cohesion. Abey, a conduit 
of the earth's power, slammed her staff onto the 
floor, sending shockwaves that rippled through the 
casino, shattering the constructs of darkness. 


But Jameson was relentless. He channeled the 
stolen life from the fallen, his power growing with 
each scream echoing through the air, laughter, 
Zip's desperate shout, Mato's roar of defiance - all 
fuel for the necromancer's dark engine. 
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Abey met Jameson's gaze, her eyes alight with a 
fierce determination. "This ends now," she roared, 
her voice resonating with the power of the earth 
itself. Nicholson stood beside her, their energies 
intertwining, harmony and disruption merging into 
a potent force. They launched their attack, a dance 
of light and shadow. Abey's staff, imbued with the 
rhythm of the land, slammed into Jameson's shield, 
the impact cracking the enchanted wood. 
Nicholson's gun, imbued with power, a jagged bolt 
of disruption, carved through the air, severing the 
dark magic that clung to Jameson like a shroud. 
Blow after blow; they rained down, their combined 
energies pushing back the tide of darkness. 
Jameson stumbled, his power wavering as the 
stolen life he devoured began to unravel. His eyes 
flickered, losing their unnatural gleam, replaced by 
a flicker of the man he once was, a flicker of fear. 


With a final, desperate lunge, Abey and 
Nicholson struck as one. Their energies merged, a 
potent confluence of harmony and disruption 
tearing through Jameson's defenses. He screamed, 
a sound that ripped through the casino, a scream of 
defiance extinguished, a soul ripped from the 
clutches of darkness. 


As the echoes faded, silence descended upon 
the shattered casino. The air, thick with the stench 
of death and magic, slowly cleared. The shadows 
retreated, the stolen life dissipating into the void 
from whence it came. 
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Silence descended upon the casino, broken only 
by the ragged gasps of the wounded and the 
distant wail of sirens. The air hung heavy with the 
stench of death and magic, but a fragile victory had 
been won. For now, the undead horde lay 
scattered, broken, and Jameson- or Desmond-was 
vanquished. As Nicholson and Abey looked at each 
other, a new understanding passed between them. 
They were not just allies; they were family, bound 
by blood and battle, and their combined powers 
were a beacon of hope in the face of darkness. This 
was their land and their home. 
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Chapter 5: Los Formidable 
Edifice 
1970s 


Gabble Christ was a man who couldn’t be 
overlooked easily. His tall, lean frame held the 
strength of a seasoned athlete and commanded 
attention wherever he went. His dark features and 
a hint of silver at his temples lent him an air of 
timeless presence, and people often mistook him 
for a distinguished actor from the golden age of 
Hollywood. He possessed a quiet magnetism that 
drew eyes and sparked curiosity, like a captivating 
figure from a forgotten era. 


He had a knack for dressing the part, 
perpetually embodying a character from a bygone 
era. Underneath the impeccable facade of a 
gentleman, Gabble concealed a lineage steeped in 
the shadows. His origins were deeply rooted in the 
enigmatic world of The Unseen, which was filled 
with espionage, war, and killing. 


Gabble's lineage is traced to his great- 
grandfather, a Dutch sailor who ventured into 
uncharted territories with Michael Christiansen and 
Bon Usselinx. Eventually, he settled down, marrying 
a naive woman, and they bore four children 
together. 


The mantle of responsibility to uphold order 
within The Unseen was passed down through the 
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generations. Gabble's grandfather, Johan, and his 
father, Vincent, played pivotal roles in maintaining 
organizational balance. 


They were entrusted with the task of purging 
the corrupt elements that had brought forth 
genocide and destruction. Deception unleashed the 
horrors of the great world wars, and it was their 
duty to cast out those responsible, preserving the 
integrity of The Unseen. Vincent Christ, Gabbole’s 
father, ascended to the position of chairman during 
the tumultuous wars and found himself entrusted 
with the reins of leadership as his father grew 
older. 


The board, committed to preserving a cohesive 
structure rooted in the bloodline of the 
organization's founding agents, deemed it essential 
to keep the power within like-minded individuals. 


Vincent, recognizing the significance of 
education and the shaping of young minds, 
advocated for Gabble's comprehensive schooling, a 
practice adopted by many children of the seasoned 
members of The Unseen. 


In the late 1930s, Gabble was sent to Boston to 
attend a prestigious prep school, immersing himself 
in a world of rigorous education. Despite his tender 
age, he proved himself a prodigious student, 
displaying a natural affinity for mathematics. 
Graduating at a mere seventeen years old, Gabble 
achieved not only a bachelor's degree but also a 
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master's and a Ph.D. in the field by the tender age 
of twenty-three. 


His pursuit of esoteric knowledge matched his 
growth as a deadly agent of The Unseen, 
establishing him as a force to be reckoned with 
from an early age. With his intellect as his greatest 
asset, Gabble honed his skills as an advanced 
combatant. From a young age, he displayed an 
aptitude for combat that transcended mere 
physical prowess. 


His true weapon was his mind, a labyrinthine 
vault of strategic genius and tactical foresight. His 
extraordinary mind allowed him to foresee events 
unfolding before they even began. Possessing an 
uncanny ability to simulate countless scenarios 
mentally, he effortlessly explored every possible 
outcome long before the first move was made. This 
foresight empowered him to anticipate the actions 
and reactions of others, enabling him to counteract 
their moves before they even conceived of them. 


He danced amongst the shadows of these 
futures, witnessing the ripples of every action, 
reaction, feint, and counterfeint. This wasn't mere 
premonition but a symphony of deduction, a waltz 
of logic and intuition. He could anticipate an 
opponent's move before they did, see through their 
masks of deception, and weave his counter-tactics 
with effortless grace. 


Gabble's foresight wasn't a passive shield but a 
weapon honed to razor sharpness. He orchestrated 
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scenarios like a puppet master, manipulating 
events with subtle nudges and calculated 
misdirections. 


Gabble Christ, a living amalgamation of 
scholarly acumen and lethal capability, stood as a 
testament to the extraordinary potential nurtured 
within the ranks of The Unseen. As he seamlessly 
merged his intellectual prowess with his combat 
skills, he became a formidable force capable of 
manipulating any situation's ebb and flow. He 
moved with the effortless grace of a panther 
stalking its prey, yet within his mind whirred a 
maelstrom of strategic calculations and 
encyclopedic knowledge. With an arsenal of 
knowledge and an uncanny ability to decipher the 
actions of his adversaries, Gabble stood prepared 
to overcome any challenge that dared to confront 
him, embodying the spirit and legacy of his lineage 
within The Unseen. 


He was placed high on the T.U. D’s list of priority 
agents with unrivaled combat skills. The 
organization's relentless pursuit of understanding 
every form of fighting conceivable propelled them 
to new heights in the 1950s and 1960s, pushing the 
boundaries of human potential in a clandestine 
arms race against unseen adversaries. 


Gabble was their crown jewel, a living testament 
to the T.U.D.'s relentless pursuit of excellence. He 
could infiltrate impregnable fortresses with the 
ingenuity of a master locksmith, disarm opponents 
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with pressure-point strikes honed to perfection, and 
disappear into the shadows like a whispered prayer 
on the wind. His skills were not for the faint of 
heart, but instruments wielded with laser-like 
precision against those threatening The Unseen's 
delicate equilibrium. 


As a result of his unrelenting pursuit, The 
Unseen Division emerged as the eminent 
peacekeepers for numerous countries, boasting a 
cadre of tacticians whose combat prowess 
surpassed that of any military or government 
organization. 


In the year 1973, at the age of forty-nine, 
Gabble Christ found himself stepping into a bank 
for the very first time. As he entered, his hands 
fidgeted with a nervous energy, momentarily 
catching the attention of the bank assistant. With a 
swift upward glance, Gabble's eyes met the 
assistant's gaze, a mysterious smile playing upon 
his lips. 


"Why, of course,” he responded smoothly, 
gracefully rising from his seat and adjusting his top 
hat to perch perfectly atop his head. "Lead the way, 
my good madam." 


His voice, infused with a hint of playful 
theatricality, momentarily disarmed the assistant. A 
ghost of a smile flickered across her lips, curiosity 
battling caution in her gaze. 
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"Mr. Christ, is it?" she inquired, her voice crisp 
and efficient. "May | see some identification?" 


Gabble patted his coat pocket, feigning 
absentmindedness. 


"Ah, the unfortunate burden of a memorable 
name," he sighed dramatically. "Here you go,” 


Taking his identification card, she led him down 
the hallway. 


As they strolled through the labyrinthine 
corridors of the bank, Gabble's keen eyes absorbed 
every minuscule detail, leaving no aspect 
unnoticed. He scrutinized the security measures, 
mentally mapped potential escape routes, and 
meticulously analyzed the demeanor of the bank 
personnel. 


His mind, honed to a razor's edge, swiftly 
calculated probabilities and devised contingency 
plans, always remaining several steps ahead. 
Gabble's keen eyes meticulously observed every 
minute detail as they strolled through the bank's 
corridors. His perceptive gaze scanned the security 
measures in place, evaluated potential escape 
routes, and assessed the demeanor of the bank 
personnel. His mind, a finely honed instrument, 
worked tirelessly to calculate the probabilities and 
contingencies, forever staying several steps ahead. 


The bank assistant, Audrey Labelle, found 
herself increasingly intrigued by Gabble's presence. 
His distinctive mannerisms and the unmistakable 
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air of intelligence that enveloped him piqued her 
curiosity. 


Audrey Labelle had spent a thousand tedious 
afternoons amidst the polished marble and hushed 
whispers of the First National. Paperwork rustled, 
pens scratched, money changed hands - an 
endless waltz of beige boredom. So, when Gabble 
Christ strode in with his twinkling eyes and 
mischievous grin, her world tilted slightly off-axis. 


His every movement was a silent performance, 
a subtle ballet of calculated gestures. The way he 
tapped his silver-tipped cane against the marble 
floor, the flick of his wrist as he adjusted his silk 
cravat, and even the quirk of his lips as he 
surveyed the room spoke of a man accustomed to 
playing a different, far more thrilling tune. 


An intelligence lurked beneath his playful 
facade, a glint of steel beneath the velvet of his 
charm. Like smoldering emeralds, his eyes held an 
unnerving depth, as if they saw through the mask 
of normalcy Audrey wore like a second skin. He 
wasn't just another suit in a queue; he was a 
question mark, a riddle wrapped in an enigma, and 
Audrey found herself desperate to decipher him. 


With a measure of boldness, she decided to 
engage him in conversation, hoping to uncover 
more about this enigmatic figure. 


"You appear to be a man of distinction, Mr. 
Christ," Audrey ventured, her tone tinged with 
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curiosity. "Might | inquire about the purpose of your 
visit to our esteemed institution?" 


Gabble's lips curled into a faint smile, revealing 
only a glimpse of his enigmatic nature. 


"Ah, Ms. LaBelle, or should | say Audrey?" he 
responded, his voice carrying a trace of intrigue. "In 
all honesty, this is my first time setting foot in a 
bank with the intention of becoming a client." 


Audrey's gaze shifted towards Gabble, a flicker 
of surprise dancing in her eyes. The image of 
intelligence she had previously held began to 
waver. 


Yet, Gabble continued, elaborating on his 
upbringing within a home fortified by a powerful 
security system. As he spoke, his words painted a 
picture of a life shaped by mystery and an inherent 
need for protection. 


As Audrey absorbed his response, a flicker of 
Surprise danced across her face. She glanced at 
Gabble, her perception of him momentarily shaken. 
Collecting herself, she continued the conversation, 
realizing that there was more to this man than met 
the eye. 


"Alright, Mr. Christ, | do understand," Audrey 
replied, re-gaining her professional composure. 
"But please, call me Audrey." 


“And please, call me Gabble," he requested, 
breaking down the barriers of formality. 
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Gabble seized the opportunity to delve further 
into Audrey's background, his penetrating gaze 
fixed upon her eyes. 


"So, Audrey, how did a Frenchwoman like 
yourself find herself working at a bank in Madrid, 
Spain?" he inquired, his curiosity mirrored in his 
intense stare. 


Audrey felt a surge of surprise at the depth of 
Gabble's observation. It was as if he saw beyond 
the surface, delving into her story with an uncanny 
accuracy. 


She hesitated momentarily, collecting her 
thoughts before responding, "Well, Gabble, it's true 
that | am French. As for how | ended up in Madrid, 
it's a tale of chance encounters and unexpected 
opportunities. Life has a way of leading us down 
unexpected paths." 


"| must say, Audrey, I'm relieved that your first 
question wasn't about why an American finds 
himself in Madrid attempting to open a bank 
account," Gabble remarked, a playful tone lacing 
his words. They shared a genuine laugh, the air 
between them lightening with mirth. 


A mischievous twinkle danced in Gabble's eyes 
as the chuckles subsided, hinting at hidden depths. 


"Well, monsieur, what amount would you like to 
deposit with us?" Audrey inquired, her professional 
demeanor intact despite the astonishment that 
flickered across her face. It seemed inconceivable 
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that this man, appearing as a first-time visitor to 
the bank, would possess such substantial wealth. 


"Five million euros," Gabble responded, his 
voice conveying confidence that intrigued and 
surprised Audrey. 


She struggled to hide her astonishment, quickly 
regaining her composure. "Certainly, Mr. Christ— | 
mean, Gabble. That is something we can 
accommodate. However, | do notice that you don't 
have a bag in either hand," Audrey remarked, a 
hint of curiosity tinging her words. 


Gabble simply smiled, his response momentarily 
leaving Audrey taken aback. 


"A transfer," he declared, his words leaving a 
lingering mystery. Audrey's gaze wandered briefly, 
lost in a daydream as she contemplated the vast 
wealth that Gabble seemed to possess. Realizing 
the need to involve the bank manager, Mr. 
Gonzalez, she shook herself out of the trance, 
refocusing her attention on the task at hand. 


"Gabble, please excuse me for a moment. | 
need to fetch my manager," Audrey exclaimed, her 
voice laced with urgency. 


With determination, she hurriedly made her way 
outside the office, her eyes scanning the area in 
search of Mr. Gonzalez. Her heart raced, fueled by 
a growing sense of unease. Spotting the bank 
security guard, Alejandro, Audrey called out to him 
in a near-frenzy. 
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"Alejandro, Alejandro! Where is Senior 
Gonzalez? | need him immediately," she pleaded, 
her tone betraying a mix of anxiety and concern. 
Alejandro, his gaze steady and watchful, responded 
without hesitation, his voice filled with suspicion. 


"Ms. LaBelle, Senior Gonzalez is right over there, 
engaged in conversation with that man. We suspect 
something is amiss." 


Audrey's eyes darted toward the indicated spot, 
observing the interaction between Mr. Gonzalez 
and the mysterious figure. Her mind raced, 
connecting the dots and unraveling the subtle signs 
of a brewing storm. 


"But why would you think that?" Audrey 
inquired, her voice betraying a mix of curiosity and 
trepidation. 


Alejandro's response carried an air of certainty. 


"Well, Em, that man has been sitting there for 
half an hour without engaging with anyone at the 
bank. And see, Em Labella, that other man with the 
paper and pen, has occupied that spot for nearly 
the same duration. But what truly raises suspicion 
is the light brown Volkswagen van that has been 
idling nearby for even longer. There's something 
amiss, Em. They're definitely up to something." 


Audrey hastened her steps, blocking out 
Alejandro's words as she moved closer to Senor 
Gonzalez. The man beside him appeared 
unnaturally pale, his complexion an anomaly even 
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for a sun-soaked day in Madrid. With urgency in her 
voice, Audrey called out to the bank manager, her 
tone conveying the gravity of the situation. 


"Senor Gonzalez, | need you immediately!" 


A perplexed expression crossed Senor 
Gonzalez's face as he glanced at Audrey. 


"Um, excuse me, sir," he addressed the pale 
man, his voice layered with a polite but assertive 
tone. "Please go to a bank teller and complete your 
forms there." 


The man nodded silently, his gaze unfocused, 
seemingly lost in his thoughts. Audrey's eyes 
narrowed, her instincts screaming a warning. 


"Something isn't right. That man looks utterly 
ill," she whispered, her eyes conveying concern and 
suspicion. Senor Gonzalez, ever astute, absorbed 
Audrey's words and nodded in agreement. 


"Indeed, | believe he may be up to something," 
he responded quietly, his gaze narrowing in on the 
pale figure retreating towards the teller area. 


Mr. Gonzalez’s voice dropped to a hushed tone; 
his words charged with a sense of danger. 


"I told Alejandro to keep a watchful eye on him, 
to remain vigilant and keep his right hand close to 
his pistol should the need arise," he confided, his 
determination palpable. 


138 


AGE 


"And | instructed Alejandro to discreetly move to 
the back, ready to activate the alarm with the press 
of a finger if circumstances demand it." 


"Understood, Senor Gonzalez, but take a look at 
that man in my office," Audrey whispered urgently, 
her eyes fixed on the tall figure before them. Mr. 
Gonzalez followed her gaze, his curiosity piqued. 


"He certainly cuts an imposing figure," he 
murmured, his voice filled with intrigue and 
caution. "So, he wishes to place money in our bank 
and open an account?" 


Audrey nodded, her gaze unwavering. 


"Yes, Senor. He intends to deposit a staggering 
sum of five million euros into our institution," she 
replied, her voice tinged with a hint of disbelief. 


A glimmer of excitement danced in Mr. 
Gonzalez's eyes as a heavy smile tugged at the 
corners of his lips. The prospect of such a 
substantial deposit was a welcome sight for the 
bank's coffers. With purposeful strides, Audrey led 
Mr. Gonzalez back into her office, where they 
caught a glimpse of Gabble's commanding 
presence. The room seemed to shrink in 
comparison to his tall stature. "My, my, what a 
splendid establishment this is," Gabble remarked, 
his gaze drifting towards a grand historical painting 
adorning the walls. His voice resonated with a mix 
of admiration and appreciation. Mr. Gonzalez 
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beamed with pride, his voice exuding a sense of 
satisfaction. 


"Oh, indeed, Mr. Christ. At La Formidable Edifice, 
we take great pride in maintaining an atmosphere 
of elegance and professionalism," he responded, 
his words laden with conviction. "Our bankers are 
meticulously selected and trained to embody these 
ideals, treating every customer with the utmost 
respect and integrity. We believe in putting the 
customer first and providing exceptional service." 


"Yes, this is something that | am well acquainted 
with," Gabble remarked with a knowing smile, his 
eyes flickering over the book's pages on the shelf. 


The exchange of glances between Mr. Gonzalez 
and Audrey did not go unnoticed. Sensing their 
cautiousness, Gabble calmly assured them, "Well, 
come, have a seat, Senior Gonzalez." 


Mr. Gonzalez attempted to maintain an air of 
authority as he guided Gabble towards the chair, 
his eyes never leaving the enigmatic man before 
him. Audrey, her curiosity piqued, took her place 
beside Gabble, her presence providing a sense of 
reassurance. Mr. Gonzalez couldn't help but wear a 
smile, his gaze subtly scanning Gabble's hands for 
any signs of a suitcase or briefcase. 


“Oh, Mr. Gonzalez, Gabble... | mean, Mr. Christ 
is aware that our bank specializes in secure wire 
transfers," Audrey interjected, her voice steady and 
professional. 
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Gabble's understanding of the bank's expertise 
relieved the room as the magnitude of the 
transaction became clearer. 


Mr. Gonzdlez's curiosity was piqued even 
further, and he couldn't resist delving deeper. 


"May | inquire what specifically has drawn your 
attention to La Formidable Edifice?" he asked, his 
tone laced with genuine curiosity. 


Gabble's response hung in the air for a moment 
as if he were delving into the depths of his 
contemplation. Gabble's gaze turned introspective 
as if he were delving into the depths of his 
thoughts. 


“Well, I’m American. It’s going to take a real 
skip and hop for someone | know to think I’m going 
to place five million dollars in a bank in Madrid.” 


Silence hit the room, and then Mr. Gonzalez let 
out a burst of furious laughter. Shortly after, Gabble 
and Audrey join in. 


“Yes, | do understand that would make sense.” 


Mr. Gonzalez looked outside the office at the 
men who were under suspicion and then laughed 
even more. 


"It's good to do business with a man who knows 
what he wants," he remarked, a tinge of admiration 
in his voice. Turning his attention to Audrey, he 
instructed, "Audrey, please gather the rest of Mr. 
Christ's information. Once you two have concluded, 
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notify me, and | will bring a bottle of Marques from 
my stash." 


Audrey acknowledged the instruction, and Mr. 
Gonzalez motioned for her to leave the office with 
him. With a nod, Audrey excused herself, following 
Mr. Gonzalez outside the office. 


They stepped into a secluded corner, where the 
murmurs of their conversation mingled with the 
distant sounds of the bustling bank. 


"Listen, Audrey," Monsieur Gonzalez whispered 
urgently, his voice barely audible over the hum of 
activity in the bank. "I'm not saying Mr. Christ 
might have anything to do with this, but we might 
have a situation with those guys out there. 
Complete the transaction, but be conscious that he 
might be associated with them. We can't afford to 
take any risks." 


Audrey nodded, her eyes flickering with a mix 
of concern and determination. 


"Understood, Monsieur Gonzalez. I'll proceed 
with caution. Although, | have a gut feeling that Mr. 
Christ has nothing to do with those fools outside. 
Let's give them a few more minutes to see what 
they're up to before taking drastic measures. In the 
meantime, I'll continue with the transaction as 
planned." 


Monsieur Gonzalez hesitated for a moment, his 
gaze fixed on the suspicious group lingering near 
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the bank's entrance. He weighed Audrey's words 
carefully and finally nodded in agreement. 


"You're right, Audrey. Let's observe them a little 
longer. If their intentions become clearer, we'll 
have Alejandro escort them out discreetly. But keep 
an eye on Mr. Christ throughout. We can't afford 
any surprises.” 


"Si, you're right, Monsieur Gonzalez," Audrey 
replied, a note of determination in her voice. "I'll 
remain vigilant and act accordingly. 


Audrey smiled, clearly pleased by Gabble's 
appreciation of the bank's ambiance, as she sat 
again. 


"So, Gabble, could you please provide all your 
information within this form?" she asked, her voice 
poised and professional. 


Audrey's eyes narrowed slightly, a glimmer of 
intrigue dancing within them, hinting at her 
curiosity about Gabble's motives. 


"Ah, so they’re not merely here to handle 
financial matters but to portray an image of 
authority and sophistication," Gabble mused, his 
voice tinged with a hint of admiration. "A clever 
tactic indeed, for appearances can often be just as 
important as the transactions themselves. But it is 
your decision, Audrey. How would you like to 
proceed?" 


With a calm and steady hand, Audrey guided 
Gabble through filling out the form. She watched 
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intently as he meticulously provided the necessary 
details, each pen stroke leaving an impression on 
the paper. 


The air in the room crackled with anticipation as 
if their interaction held significance beyond the 
surface. Admittedly, Audrey found herself 
captivated by the enigmatic man, her admiration 
for Gabble's perceptiveness growing with each 
passing moment. She watched intently as Gabble's 
pen glided across the paper, forming words that 
seemed to hold a more profound significance. Her 
desire to trust him was palpable, evident in how her 
mind settled as the form filled with more words. As 
Gabble straightened up in his chair, he slid the 
completed form towards Audrey, who meticulously 
examined it, ensuring every detail was accurate. 
Gabble leaned in closer, his casual demeanor 
revealing a desire for his information to be 
thoroughly reviewed. 


"You move as if you deeply understand the 
human psyche, Mr. Christ. Are you a student of 
psychology, perhaps?" Audrey inquired, her voice 
laced with curiosity. 


A soft chuckle escaped Gabble's lips, 
accompanied by a knowing glint in his eyes. 


"Psychology, my dear, is merely one facet of my 
vast knowledge," he replied, his voice conveying 
intrigue. "I am a connoisseur of the human mind, 
constantly observing and analyzing the intricacies 
of behavior. Through this understanding, | navigate 
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the world's complexities. Through this 
understanding, one can truly master the art of 
manipulation.” 


Audrey's curiosity grew even further, unable to 
resist delving deeper into Gabble's enigmatic 
persona. 


"But fear not, | intend to leave this 
establishment with both satisfaction and intrigue in 
equal measure," he stated, his voice filled with 
confidence and intrigue. 


As Gabble's words hung in the air, Audrey 
couldn't help but be enthralled by the intricate 
dance of intellect and mystery that unfolded before 
her. The room seemed to hold its breath as they 
engaged in this verbal pas de deux, each word 
carrying weight and significance. 


Audrey sat silently for a few minutes, her mind 
racing as she meticulously recorded the 
information in the code books. The gravity of the 
situation was not lost on her. Finally, she looked up, 
a mixture of excitement and satisfaction reflected 
in her eyes. 


"Well, Monsieur Christ, it appears that 
everything has gone through!" she exclaimed, 
unable to contain her joy. With a surge of 
excitement, she rose from her chair and, propelled 
by the thrill of the moment, embraced Gabble 
Christ. 
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Mr. Gonzalez saw the sign and smiled, but his 
joy was abruptly shattered as a gun was suddenly 
pointed at his head. He glanced over at Alejandro, 
only to find another man aiming a firearm at him. 
The atmosphere in the bank turned tense, and fear 
gripped the air. 


"| would advise against any sudden 
movements," the robber snarled, his voice dripping 
with menace. 


"Do as he says," Mr. Gonzalez whispered to 
Audrey, his voice trembling with apprehension. 


"Go on, Arthur, explain to these fine folks why 
we're here." 


Before Arthur could utter a word, a single 
gunshot echoed through the room. 


The robber's head exploded in a spray of blood 
and gore; his life was extinguished in an instant. 
The assailant who had threatened Alejandro also 
fell, his body crumpling to the floor in a lifeless 
heap. It was Gabble, fueled by a blend of instinct 
and combat prowess, engaged in a fierce hand-to- 
hand battle with the remaining robber. 


His movements were swift and precise, a lethal 
dance of survival. Blow after blow, he incapacitated 
the assailant, leaving him battered and defeated. 
The danger seemed to dissolve under Gabble's 
relentless assault. Meanwhile, two more men 
stormed into the bank, wielding automatic 


146 


AGE 


weapons. They had likely emerged from the 
inconspicuous light brown van parked outside. 


But Gabble was prepared. Like a shadow in the 
night, he stealthily approached the intruders, 
swiftly neutralizing them one by one. The room 
reverberated with the sound of blows landing, 
bones breaking, and the gasps of defeated 
assailants. 


A fist smashed into a burly man's jaw, sending 
him sprawling. A kick, precise and potent, disarmed 
another, sending his pistol skittering across the 
floor. A pressure point, applied with lightning 
speed, rendered a third momentarily paralyzed, his 
eyes bulging with silent agony. 


The room became a macabre performance 
space, lit by the flicker of fear in the faces of 
onlookers. Every crack of bone, every strangled 
grunt, echoed like a perverse percussion against 
the sterile air. Panic and adrenaline painted the 
scene in vivid hues, the smell of sweat and fear 
hanging heavy in the atmosphere. 


Just as quickly as it erupted, the storm subsided. 
Gabble stood at the center of the tableau, his 
expression calm yet predatory, like a wolf sated but 
still watchful. 


Within minutes, the police arrived, their sirens 
blaring through the city streets. The chaos 
subsided, and a sense of relief washed over the 
bank's occupants. Gabble Christ emerged as the 


147 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


hero of La Formidable Edifice, his actions saving 
innocent lives. 


"| never expected this from you, tough guy," 
Audrey said, her voice filled with admiration and 
awe. 


"Neither did l," Gabble replied, his eyes 
reflecting a mix of exhaustion and triumph. The 
events had unfolded with lightning speed, leaving 
everyone in a state of shock and disbelief. 


The danger had been faced head-on, and 
Gabble's true character had been revealed in the 
crucible of chaos. 


Dear Mockingbird, 


| hope this letter finds you in good health and 
high spirits. 


| am writing to inform you of the resounding 
success of the mission in Madrid, Spain. Our team 
flawlessly executed their objective, placing the 
sacred Scar Coin within the hallowed Chamber of 
Gold. The coin, a true relic of divine providence, 
bestowed upon them the necessary means to 
extract themselves from the labyrinthine vaults 
beneath the city. 


Their appearance near the sandy shores of Ibiza 
served as a testament to the miracles within this 
ancient artifact. While it pains me to refer to these 
brave men as mere pawns, their sacrifices shall 
serve our cause in ways beyond the realm of 
human imagination. The funds secured within La 
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Formidable Edifice shall accumulate interest over 
the years, ensuring substantial support for the 
families of our fallen comrades. 


However, it is in the future that our true 
aspirations lie. The Scar Coin, borne of ancient 
Shamanistic beliefs, emanates a power that | can 
already feel surging through my very being. It is a 
sad reflection that what was once the spiritual 
foundation of our ancestors has been reduced to a 
mere vessel within the lands of those who seek to 
enslave us. Even in my blood flows the 
amalgamation of mixed cultures, a reminder that |, 
like many of us, am nothing more than a weapon in 
the hands of those we must not speak of too loudly. 


Nevertheless, | am resolute in my conviction 
that we shall forge a new path in history through 
our collective efforts. 


We aim not to incite another world war but to 
establish a structure built on dedication and 
achievements. By doing so, we shall mold 
formidable warriors and soldiers within the former 
government agents, officers, military, and 
mercenaries who will be a constant thorn in the 
side of the hidden forces that seek to manipulate 
and control. We are the architects of a "Modern" 
era in which history shall be rewritten, and men 
Shall rise again. 


| trust in your unwavering commitment and 
unwavering loyalty to our cause. Our shared vision 
will drive us forward, enabling us to overcome any 
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obstacle that stands in our way. Let us embrace 
this moment, for it is ours to seize. 


We shall build a better future where honor, 
courage, and triumph reign supreme. 


May providence guide us on this extraordinary 
journey. 


Burn After Reading 


Seli Believer. 
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Chapter 6: The Scar Coin 


1990’s 


In the twilight of the 20th century, where 
shadows danced with the neon glow of cities, a 
legend emerged: Gabble Christ. A figure sculpted 
from the enigmatic whispers of The Unseen, his 
past shrouded in secrets as intricate as the smoke 
curling from his ever-present cigarette. 


But Gabble's present was etched in the glint of a 
singular coin, the Scar Coin. No mere currency, it 
was a talisman, a relic whispered of in ancient 
myths, its power rivaling the darkest sorceries. The 
coin was imbued with the ability to twist wills and 
stain souls, casting a long, malevolent shadow over 
the land, its tendrils reaching into the heart of the 
developing American nation. 


Drawn to the coin's forbidden allure like a moth 
to a flame, Gabble saw not just a tool of power but 
a weapon against The Unseen entities who sought 
to twist its influence for their nefarious ends. He 
understood the whispers of The Unseen, the echoes 
of past conflicts, and the weight of responsibility 
etched into his lineage. 


With his sharp intellect and a network of 
shadows woven from informants and spies, Gabble 
embarked on a dangerous dance. He stole the Scar 
Coin. 
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Days prior, Gabble's network of whispers had 
revealed the vault's intricate security system - its 
laser grids, motion sensors, and silent alarms. He 
mapped its blueprints onto his mind, memorizing 
every inch of the maze he needed to navigate. 


Meanwhile, those empowered by Gabble, the 
drug lords and cartel chiefs, grew their ambitions, 
their hunger threatening to eclipse their puppet 
master. 


The political landscape became a macabre 
chessboard, littered with pawns carved from 
ambition and bishops cloaked in shadows. Gabble, 
the enigmatic rook, navigated the perilous terrain, 
his every move a gamble with power and sanity. 
The Scar Coin, a pulsating metronome, dictated the 
rhythm of his dance, each tick a countdown to an 
inevitable confrontation with the forces he had 
dared to manipulate. 


1995 


In the golden haze of a California sunset, the 
sleek silhouette of a Jaguar XJ220 cut through the 
coastal roads, its silver body glinting like a blade. 
At the wheel was Figueroa, a man whose taste for 
luxury was as renowned in the agency as his knack 
for survival in a world that constantly blurred the 
lines between hunter and hunted. 


The year was 1995, a year that would etch itself 
into Figueroa's memory with the weight of decades- 
long secrets and shadows. The Jaguar, a beauty to 
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drive and a performance beast, was his chosen 
companion on a journey unlike any other. This 
wasn't just another high-speed chase or a getaway 
drive. It was a voyage into the depths of his past, a 
confrontation with a ghost that had haunted him for 
far too long. 


Figueroa's life had been a dance with danger 
ever since he had stumbled upon the existence of 
The Unseen, a secret organization that pulled 
strings in the darkest corners of global power. His 
relentless pursuit of the truth behind The Unseen 
had led him to cross paths with the Illuminati, 
unveiling conspiracies that most would dismiss as 
fiction. Yet, Figueroa knew better. He had seen 
enough to understand that reality was often 
stranger and more terrifying than any tale. 


As the miles melted away under the purr of the 
Jaguar's engine, Figueroa's thoughts drifted to Sue, 
his brilliant assistant who had been the beacon in 
his quest. Sue had guided him through the 
labyrinth of lies and half-truths with her razor-sharp 
intellect and unwavering sense of justice. Her 
warning still echoed in his mind. 


"Figueroa," she had said, her voice tinged with 
concern. "Be cautious, as you have decided to take 
on this mission yourself." 


"It's not a mission, Sue," he replied, trying to 
sound casual. "I'm just chatting with an old 
friend...hopefully." 
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But Sue knew better. She understood the 
stakes, the risks that came with digging too deep 
into the affairs of The Unseen. Her faith in 
Figueroa's cause, however, was unshakable. 


As the Jaguar approached the gates of a lavish 
Los Angeles mansion, Figueroa felt a sense of deja 
vu. The opulent facade, the manicured gardens, 
and the air of untouchable power reminded him of 
the world he had once been a part of, a world he 
had chosen to leave behind to pursue something 
greater, something true. 


The mansion belonged to a man Figueroa knew 
too well, a man whose name was whispered in the 
hushed tones of fear and reverence in certain 
circles. This man was a crucial player in the game 
of shadows that Figueroa had been playing - a 
game that had cost him more than just a few luxury 
cars. Figueroa killed the engine and stepped out of 
the Jaguar, his senses on high alert. The evening air 
was cool, carrying the scent of the ocean and the 
faint rustle of leaves. He adjusted his jacket, a habit 
from his days of donning a suit for covert 
operations in exotic locations. 


He approached the gate, his steps measured, 
his mind racing with possibilities. This meeting 
could be a trap, a showdown, or a revelation that 
could change who he believed was a friend and 
mentor. 


Years of relentless digging after whispered 
secrets traded in smoke-filled rooms and nights 
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piecing together fragmented clues had finally 
culminated at this moment. Figueroa stood in the 
shadow of Gabble Christ's sprawling estate, the 
weight of his discoveries heavy on his chest. 
Gabble, the man he once revered as a mentor, the 
enigmatic genius who shaped his youth, wasn't just 
a philanthropist with a penchant for the occult. He 
was a spider at the heart of a vast web, a puppet 
master whose strings stretched into the world's 
darkest corners. 


From the early 80s, Gabble had orchestrated a 
symphony of shadows. He'd infiltrated and 
manipulated a notorious crime syndicate, weaving 
his influence like a viper into their ranks. With a 
cunning mind and a touch of the Arcane, he'd risen 
like a phantom, transforming the organization from 
a local street gang into a global hydra, tentacles 
reaching into drug trafficking, arms smuggling, and 
the clandestine trade of occult artifacts. His 
machinations fueled wars in obscure corners of the 
globe, and his wealth built on the blood of 
innocents and the tears of shattered nations. 


But Gabble's ambition wasn't confined to the 
underbelly. He'd infiltrated legitimate businesses, 
buying influence with stolen fortunes and 
whispered threats. Politicians became marionettes 
in his play, their strings pulled from opulent 
boardrooms where deals were struck with the clink 
of glasses and the murmur of illicit whispers. Even 
the law wasn't safe from his touch, corrupt officials 
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acting as his eyes and ears within the institutions 
sworn to uphold justice. 


Armed with the truth, he was ready to expose 
the architect of chaos and unravel the web of 
power and blood that Gabble had woven with 
meticulous care. 


The knowledge was a burning ember in his gut, 
the weight of responsibility pushing him forward. As 
he approached the gates of Gabble's estate, the 
setting sun cast long shadows that seemed to 
mirror the darkness Figueroa held within himself. 


The sun-baked Los Angeles sprawled behind 
Figueroa as he crossed the threshold into Gabble's 
estate. Palm fronds rustled overhead, whispering 
secrets into the cool, technology-chilled air. The 
mansion, perched on a hillside, glinted like a 
chrome mirage against the azure sky. Whitewashed 
walls and bougainvillea cascades were mere 
facades; beneath pulsed a web of steel and silicon, 
a fortress woven from the dreams of Silicon Valley 
moguls and Gabble's arcane touch. 


Inside, the temperature dipped, replaced by the 
sterile hum of hidden servers. Controlled by 
algorithms, chandeliers adjusted their glow as 
Figueroa entered, casting stark shadows that 
danced on polished marble floors. Paintings, 
digitized replicas of old masters, flickered on touch- 
sensitive walls, morphing at his approach into 
intricate schematics of the very mansion around 
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him. Antique rugs woven with conductive threads 
relayed his every footstep to Sue’s presence. 


A Chopin nocturne drifted from a grand piano. 
The keys were played not by human hands but by a 
neural network trained on the collected symphonies 
of forgotten virtuosos. Figueroa knew Gabble lived 
in a ghost symphony, where technology mimicked 
and surpassed the mortal touch. 


Figueroa stepped toward the ornate staircase, 
its marble banister laced with pressure sensors. His 
eyes scanned the seemingly innocuous paintings, 
searching for hidden cameras the glint of laser 
tripwires. This wasn't a traditional confrontation; 
this was a waltz with a machine, a duel fought in 
ones and zeros. 


The mansion pulsed with Gabble's digital heart, 
an intricate bio-circuitry mirrored in the rhythmic 
hum of servers and the silent flicker of hidden 
cameras. But Figueroa, cloaked in his invisible 
armor, danced through the symphony of steel and 
silicon. His cufflink hummed, a tiny disruptor 
sowing chaos in the mansion's neural network. His 
vibration-dampening shoes swallowed his footsteps 
like whispers lost in the whirring machinery. And 
ahead, his butterfly drone, a masterpiece of micro- 
engineering, painted the battlefield with unseen 
eyes. 


In the labyrinthine depths of the house, another 
intelligence stirred. Sue, a digital consciousness 
woven from the finest strands of silicon and Al, 
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pulsed within the mansion's very walls. She, too, 
knew Figueroa's game, recognizing the subtle 
disruptions like brushstrokes on a familiar canvas. 
A silent dialogue crackled between them, whispers 
in the binary language of machines, a secret pact 
forged in the shared understanding of technology's 
hidden potential. 


Sue, a creature of the future, knew Gabble's 
antiquated defenses like the line on her code. She 
infiltrated his systems precisely, unlatched digital 
locks, and bypassed alarms. Doors creaked open 
like sighs, and shadows elongated and reformed as 
cameras spun blind. Once a fortress of technology, 
the mansion stood naked before its invaders. 


Guided by Sue's unseen hand, Figueroa 
navigated the sterile labyrinth confidently. He 
found Gabble in a cavernous study, the older man 
hunched over a glowing obsidian monolith, the Scar 
Coin pulsing at its heart. The room, a museum of 
arcane trinkets and ancient texts, felt like a last 
gasp of the analog world trapped within the 
gleaming cage of Gabble's digital haven. 


The confrontation was swift and brutal. Gabble, 
deprived of his technological leash, was reduced to 
a cornered animal, his arcane tricks flickering like 
dying embers against Figueroa's steely resolve. A 
flurry of fists and elbows, a guttural snarl echoing in 
the sterile air, and Gabble crumpled to the floor, 
blood staining the pristine marble. 
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Figueroa stood over him, chest heaving, his 
victory tasting bitter in the silence that followed. 
Gabble's eyes, once glowing with arcane power, 
were now clouded with defeat. But then, in the 
corner of his vision, a flicker on Sue's holographic 
map, a blip of movement in the mansion's security 
feed. 


With a sly smile, Gabble slipped a hand toward a 
hidden compartment in his desk. Sue's warning 
flared, a red pulse of danger echoing in Figueroa's 
ear. 


“Years, Gabble. For years, everyone's wondered 
how you amassed your empire. The whispers of 
paramilitaries, the CIA's... unofficial partners. All a 
smokescreen, wouldn't you say?” 


A flicker of something crossed Gabble's eyes, 
like a moth flitting across a flame. 


“Fig, my dear boy, your imagination runs wild.” 


“Not as wild as the man who pulled a bank heist 
in broad daylight back in '73 and got away with it,” 
Figueroa countered, his voice hardening. 
“Remember that day? The way you disarmed those 
thugs, a blur of calculated violence? Oddly similar 
to the reports of ‘phantom’ interventions in cartel 
wars, wouldn't you say?” 


Gabble's smile vanished. 


“You're digging in the past, Figueroa. Old 
wounds tend to fester.” 
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“And they leave scars, wouldn't they?” Figueroa 
leaned forward, the shadows deepening across his 
face. “A very specific scar, on your coin hand, to be 
precise. Identical to the one on the hand that 
snatched the real Scar Coin all those years ago.” 


A long silence stretched between them, thick 
with unspoken truths. The air pulsed with the 
rhythm of Gabble's ticking pocket watch. Each tick 
was a beat of an unspoken accusation. 


“Clever, very clever,” Gabble finally conceded, 
his voice devoid of its usual charm. “But even the 
shrewdest detective needs proof.” 


Figueroa met his gaze unflinchingly. 


"The proof, Gabble, is in the whispers you 
couldn't quite silence. The rumors of your ‘gifts’ - 
illusions, manipulations, whispers in the minds of 
men. All powered by an artifact you stole, an echo 
of an ancient darkness. | know it was you behind all 
those attacks. | have all the proof | need, but a few 
puzzle pieces still need answering. You have quite 
an impressive past for someone who is supposed to 
come from a humble family.” 


“| would be careful about what | say next if | 
were you, Figueroa. I’m only offering you this much 
respect because you are married to my daughter. If 
it were anyone else accusing me of such atrocities, 
they would already be dead.” 


Figueroa stopped dead, thinking about what he 
would say next. 
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‘Was this a threat on his wife’s life? Would 
Gabble threaten his daughter to save his skin?’ 


He recalled how their paths first crossed in his 
fledgling days at TUD. 


When he first met Kristen, he’d been a young 
investigator brimming with idealistic fervor. She 
wasn't some TUD prodigy or starry-eyed ingenue; 
she was a renowned doctor, her brilliance matched 
only by her compassion. Drawn to her quiet 
strength and unwavering dedication to helping 
others, Figueroa was drawn into her orbit. 


Kristen, in turn, saw in him a kindred spirit, a 
man who believed in the power of truth and justice 
like her. Gabble's daughter possessed a spark of 
her father's enigmatic charm, tempered by a gentle 
kindness that Figueroa found irresistible. 


Their courtship was a whirlwind of whispered 
secrets in moonlit gardens, and they shared laughs 
over dusty tomes. Gabble, ever the enigmatic 
puppet master, played a subtle hand in their union, 
a silent blessing masking a web of his design. Five 
years, two names etched on a marriage certificate, 
and a quiet life in the suburbs - theirs was a picture 
of suburban bliss, built on love and obliviousness to 
the hidden currents swirling beneath the surface. 


Yet, lately, shadows had crept into their 
paradise. Once full of laughter and vibrant 
curiosity, Kristen seemed shrouded in a 
melancholic mist. The glint in her eyes had 
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dimmed, replaced by a haunted weariness. 
Figueroa, attuned to the unspoken language of her 
touch and her gaze, sensed a growing distance, a 
chasm he couldn't seem to bridge. 


He blamed himself, his work consuming him, the 
shadows of his investigations bleeding into their 
home. Once a revered whisper, Gabble's name had 
become a specter at their dinner table, a silent 
accusation hanging heavy in the air. 


‘Was it the weight of her father's legacy, the 
whispers of his deeds, that stole the light from 
Kristen's eyes?’ 


Now, sitting in front of the man himself, the 
truth pressed against Figueroa's skull, a burning 
brand searing away his naivety. ‘Was Kristen an 
unwitting pawn in her father's game, a marionette 
dancing to his invisible strings? Was their love and 
life nothing more than a carefully crafted illusion? 
Was Gabble just truly evil enough to threaten his 
own daughter’s life? Had the power of the coin 
really corrupted him that much?’ 


‘But how would it impact Kristen, the woman he 
cherished, the light that illuminated his world? His 
investigation had led him to the truth, but at what 
cost? Would it shatter their fragile Eden, leaving 
only echoes of whispers and shadows in its wake?’ 


Figueroa's jaw clenched, and he was still on the 
ground, the words scraping against his teeth like 
gravel. Fear, a cold serpent, slithered down his 
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spine, but a righteous fury quickly eclipsed it. He 
wouldn't be cowed, not when lives were at stake. 


“Respect, Gabble?” he spat, his voice laced with 
icy contempt. “You speak of respect after a lifetime 
of manipulating, of playing God with lives? You call 
yourself a father, a mentor, yet you trade in 
shadows and blood, leaving a trail of broken souls 
in your wake.” 


Gabble's eyes narrowed, a flicker of something 
like surprise momentarily piercing the mask of 
power. Figueroa pressed on, his voice rising in 
controlled anger. 


“I know about the Contras, Gabble,” he said, 
each word a hammer blow. “How you used the Scar 
Coin's influence to turn them into puppets, fueling 
a war that consumed countless innocents. | know 
about the opium trade, the lives you poisoned to 
line your pockets with blood money.” 


He paused, letting the weight of his accusations 
hang heavy in the air. Gabble remained silent, a 
storm brewing behind his steely gaze. 


“And | know about they disappeared,” Figueroa 
continued, his voice trembling with a newfound 
resolve. “The journalists, the activists, anyone who 
dared to whisper against your empire. You silenced 
them, Gabble, vanished them like ghosts in the 
night.” 


With each revelation, Figueroa felt the chains of 
fear loosen. He was no longer a young, naive 
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admirer but a man facing a monster, a protector 
wielding the truth as his weapon. 


“You think I'm bluffing, Gabble?” he challenged, 
his voice ringing with newfound power. “I’ve spent 
years piecing together your web of lies, collecting 
whispers from the shadows you cast. | have the 
evidence, the witnesses, the ghosts you thought 
you buried.” 


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
worn file, its contents a testament to his relentless 
pursuit of the truth. Gabble's eyes darted to the 
file, a flicker of fear finally breaching the facade. 
But he quickly composed himself back, and an 
angry smile replaced his face. 


“The heist was Intel given to him by an 
Illuminati leader, who believed the bank's money 
would make good use for the backing of 
engineering revolutions. The CIA’s primary mission 
is to collect, evaluate, and disseminate foreign 
intelligence to the president and senior US 
government policymakers so they can make 
informed national security decisions. My soldiers of 
fortune held as much professionalism as a 
government official could.” 


“No, they didn't, Gabble. Trust me. | know all 
the combatants have to play this game, while the 
controllers' conservative upbringings only keep 
them clear-minded on how they keep and grow 
their money,” Figueroa replied, bitterness lacing his 
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every word. “You manipulated the roles of 
government officers to agents. 


“I believe | gave the CIA the balls needed to 
change. If my private military weren't placed in 
Chile, that place would be outta luck. The miracle 
of Chile didn’t just happen, and the CIA should be 
grateful to me. Without my help in the 80s, those 
bastards would be nowhere. Useless.” 


“And then by 1975, | had the CIA in my pocket 
as | had the backing of half a billion in funds just to 
fatten agents' and higher-ups' pockets. We held the 
intent to cause psychological warfare within 
Europe, Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and India to 
create conflict within non-American territory. Every 
American wanted to get away from anything non- 
American off the bat. Some of these soldiers were 
trained before they even attended their first dance. 
We gave them a reason to live longer than Europe 
or Africa's economy could ever provide. 


“But you brought the issue back home, too.” 


“Hey, | didn’t. | was playing with fire. Thankfully, 
| got nothing but good experiences from my 
colleagues in those battles." 


“Well, Christ, | didn't,” said Figueroa, keeping a 
cool presence while Gabble dug his grave. 


“Figueroa, you were recruited by the older TUD 
agency. Recruited by the Unseen Christ.” 


“It doesn't matter. The chairman is like the 
spider in the middle of its web. They control the use 
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of propaganda, subversion, and post-war planning. 
This post-war we live in only makes the Chairman 
even more filthy rich. They have become the men 
that don't move.” 


“Yeah, Gabble Christ, you have become the man 
who moved many.” 


“It was all for the good of society, Figueroa, only 
for the good of it. From the INR to the beginning to 
the CIA, | showed the world how to learn against 
the true enemies once they forgot.” 


“So, do tell me how you managed to steal one of 
the most heavily guarded artifacts?” 


Figueroa was still unsure how Christ had 
managed to pull it off without alerting any of the 
TUD agents on the right. Of course, he had some 
help, but it still came as a surprise. 


"So, do tell me how you managed to steal one of 
the most heavily guarded artifacts?" Figueroa 
leaned back in his chair, the interrogation room's 
fluorescent lights glinting off his worn leather 
jacket. Gabble met his gaze, a hint of wry 
amusement playing on his lips. 


"Let's just say," he drawled, a plume of smoke 
swirling from his cigarette, "that | have a way with 
whispers and shadows." 


Figueroa scoffed. "Whispers and shadows are for 
children, Christ. This was a vault sealed tighter than 
a tomb, guarded by TUD agents sharper than razor 
blades." 
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Gabble's smile widened. "Ah, but you forget, 
Figueroa, that the Unseen whispers not only to 
kings and scholars but also to the rats in the 
alleyways, the dust motes in the sunbeams. You 
underestimate the symphony of secrets that 
dances around us all." 


He tapped the worn leather pouch at his waist. 


"The vault may have been a fortress, but men 
built its walls. Men have ears that itch for whispers 
and fingers that twitch for bribes. A whispered 
promise of power to a disgruntled guard, a well- 
placed distraction in the city's underbelly, and 
suddenly, the most intricate security crumbles like 
dust." 


Figueroa frowned, intrigue battling suspicion in 
his eyes. 


"You say you stole the Scar Coin to protect it 
from The Unseen, but your methods reek of 
manipulation and darkness. You play chess with 
loaded dice, Christ. What makes you think you're 
not just another pawn in their game?" 


Gabble's eyes, usually veiled in a haze of 
smoke, flickered with a sudden intensity. 


"Perhaps | am, Figueroa," he admitted, in a low 
voice. "Perhaps we all are, dancing to the rhythm of 
whispers older than time. But unlike you, | hear the 
melody, the discordant notes that threaten to 
drown out the song of humanity. | stole the Scar 
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Coin not to wield its power but to understand it, to 
become its conductor, not its puppet." 


He leaned forward. 


"The Unseen wants order, a symphony of 
shadows where free will is but a fading echo. l, 
however, dream of a different harmony, a melody 
where humanity plays the lead, where the whispers 
guide, not dictate. The path may be shrouded in 
darkness, Figueroa, but | walk it nonetheless, for 
the faintest hope of a dawn where we dance to our 
music.” 


The moment shattered as Gabble's sly smile 
returned, cruel and predatory. With a lightning-fast 
motion, he yanked something from the hidden 
compartment - a gleaming metal arm, a weapon of 
chrome and circuitry that hissed with potential 
energy. 


Figueroa lunged, but Sue anticipated the move. 
Her digital tendrils, already slithering through the 
mansion's circuits, surged forward, wrapping 
around the robotic arm like a digital python. A 
crackle of electricity coursed through the metal, 
overloading its circuits and sending it sparking to 
the floor. 


Gabble, thrown off balance, stumbled back 
towards the edge of the study, his eyes widening in 
disbelief. He tripped over a discarded artifact in a 
desperate lunge, crashing over the balustrade and 
plunging into the shimmering pool below. 
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Figueroa froze, his heart hammering against his 
ribs. Relief warred with a sickening sense of 
tragedy. 


‘Was this justice? This inglorious end for a man 
who'd once held the world in his thrall?’ 


A soft touch on his arm snapped him from his 
reverie. Sue's holographic form coalesced beside 
him, the faintest hint of concern flickering in her 
digital eyes. 


"Yeah, Figs, thanks for appreciating the assist. 
But come on, that old coot wouldn't have gone 
down easy. He had more lives than a stray cat." 


Figueroa managed a wan smile. 
"Thanks, Sue. You... you did good." 


He looked back at the pool, its surface still 
disturbed by Gabble's fall. There was no sign of 
movement, no ripple of life. The man who'd woven 
a web of darkness, the man who'd orchestrated 
wars from the shadows, was gone. 


“Yeah... yeah... thanks, Fig,” Sue responded. 
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Chapter 7: Grand Admiral 
Haute 


In the early years before World War Il, the 
shadows of a storm stretched even into the quaint 
German village of Braunau. Amidst the half- 
timbered houses and cobbled streets, a shiver of 
fear hung in the air, colder than the winter wind. In 
a small, shadowed doorway, hunched beneath the 
watchful eyes of gargoyles, young Jonas Skiver 
Haute clung to the darkness, a silent witness to the 
tragedy unfolding within. 


Father Volkmar interrogated Haute's parents 
with the practiced precision of a predator stalking 
its prey. His voice, a rasping whisper that scraped 
against the fear already festering in the room, cut 
through the silence like a blade. Questions about 
Haute's lineage, whispers of an ancient bloodline, a 
destiny marked by shadows, and whispers from the 
deep. 


His parents, terrified but defiant, refused to 
crumble. They spoke of nothing but simple bread 
and butter, of kneading dough and tending ovens, 
of a life built on honest toil and the warmth of 
community. But their defiance only stoked the fire 
in Father Volkmar's eyes. 


A guttural growl escaped his lips, and a cruel 
smile twisted his face. He whipped out a pistol, its 
silver glint a harsh counterpoint to the dim 
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candlelight, and with a cold efficiency that chilled 
young Haute to the bone, he silenced both his 
parents. Their eyes, wide with disbelief and horror, 
stared unseeingly at the ceiling as their lifeblood 
stained the worn floorboards. 


Haute, frozen in shock, watched as Father 
Volkmar knelt beside the still bodies, whispering a 
prayer that sounded more like a curse. He then 
retrieved a small, tarnished Scar Coin from beneath 
his robes, its surface etched with a jagged scar that 
seemed to pulse with a faint inner light. He pressed 
the Scar Coin into the lifeless hand of Haute's 
father, a morbid offering on the altar of his twisted 
faith. But he then pulled the Scar Coin away, 
disappearing from sight altogether. 


Haute didn’t know at the time, but Father 
Volkmar was part of the Nazi military. He wasn’t 
just part of the military - he was Oberleutnant zur 
See Volkmar, one of the highest ranking Lieutenant 
in the German army. 


1958 


In the second half of the nineties, the echoes of 
colonialism still lingered in the humid African air. 
While the winds of independence swept across the 
continent, Grand Admiral Haute, then in his 
formidable 40s, basked in a shadow realm of his 
own making. The Netherlands, newly liberated from 
the shackles of empire, offered him a playground - 
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unfettered access to their navy, a potent 
instrument in his burgeoning megalomania. 


Haute bore the weathered handsomeness of a 
seasoned sailor, with eyes that held the glint of 
ambition mirrored in the vast expanse of the ocean. 
His smile, when deployed, was a disarmingly 
charming weapon, each word a honeyed barb 
dipped in calculated intent. His ambition, 
simmering beneath the surface like a geyser 
waiting to erupt, was fueled by an obsession - 
control. Control not just of land but of the vast 
arteries of the oceans that girdled the continents. 
He envisioned his ironclad fleet, a leviathan crafted 
from steel and ambition, dominating every wave, 
every horizon. Haute was not a man of showy 
pronouncements. He preferred the subtle art of 
manipulation, the deft maneuvering of pawns on a 
grand geopolitical chessboard. His ambition, 
however, was far from subtle. He dreamt of 
empires carved from the sapphire embrace of 
oceans, of continents kneeling before his ironclad 
fleet. 


Africa, with its veins of black gold and 
whispering shores, was merely the first domino in 
his audacious game. He saw it not just as a land of 
resources but as a springboard, a stepping stone to 
his ultimate dominion. He moved with the stealth of 
a panther, cultivating alliances with local 
strongmen, whispering promises of power and 
prosperity in exchange for their loyalty. 
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His words, laced with honeyed charm and veiled 
threats, were as potent as any weapon, weaving a 
web of control that ensnared his pawns with chilling 
efficiency. He saw himself not as a mere admiral 
but as an emperor of the waves, a modern-day 
Poseidon rising from the foam to claim his rightful 
dominion. 


Unlike the tyrannical emperors of old, Haute 
understood the power of subtlety. He knew that 
brute force, while effective, could leave a bitter 
taste of rebellion in its wake. Instead, he preferred 
the art of infiltration, weaving webs of intrigue and 
manipulation that ensnared his targets with silken 
threads of promises and veiled threats. 


He cultivated relationships with local warlords 
and corrupt officials, whispering tales of grandeur 
and shared prosperity while subtly tightening his 
grip on their economies and resources. He used 
curium, the enigmatic material pulsating with the 
planet's lifeblood, not as a weapon of brute 
destruction but as a mesmerizing display of his 
supposed divine right to rule. He paused beside a 
group of soldiers, their faces etched with war's 
weary lines. One, a sergeant with a handlebar 
mustache and eyes reflecting past battles, caught 
his gaze. 


"In a crowd like this," Haute remarked, his voice 
a soft purr. "I would find it hard to believe you 
couldn't find a wife." 
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The sergeant snorted a harsh sound that grated 
against the market's symphony. 


"You must be reading my mind, sergeant," 
Haute purred, a hint of amusement dancing in his 
eyes. "Though I've been married twice." 


"A third time can be a good time," the sergeant 
scoffed. "The best time." 


Haute's smile remained fixed, but his eyes 
narrowed. 


"Horse shit, my family already thinks I'm crazy," 
he countered, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial 
hush. "You know, it has taken our country 50-plus 
years to rise back up with any dignity after..." 


He let the sentence hang, unfinished, the ghost 
of defeat still clinging to the air. He knew the 
soldiers understood. They all bore the scars of their 
nation's past, the bitterness of humiliation still a 
raw wound. 


"But," Haute continued, his voice dropping even 
lower. "What if... what if we could rebuild our nation 
and an empire? What if the oceans, not the land, 
became our domain?" 


His gaze fixated not on ephemeral borders but 
on the primal power of the sea. He saw empires 
rising and falling in the ebb and flow of the tides, 
and he, Grand Admiral Haute, would be the tide 
master, the undisputed sovereign of the sapphire 
expanse. 
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But Haute's path to maritime dominion was a 
twisted labyrinth paved with whispers, 
manipulation, and bloodshed. He used his 
charismatic facade, honed to a razor's edge, to 
weave webs of intrigue, swaying nations like 
marionettes to his tune. He wielded curium, the 
enigmatic material that pulsed with the planet's 
lifeblood, as a cruel display of his perceived 
supremacy. 


Haute’s initial successes were intoxicating. He 
orchestrated coups, sowed discord among rival 
powers, and amassed resources like a dragon 
hoarding gold. With its simmering tensions and 
untamed wealth, Africa became his testing ground, 
his springboard to global domination. Yet, even as 
he conquered lands, a darker obsession gnawed at 
him: the legend of the Kraken. 


Whispers of the colossal squid, a primordial 
leviathan slumbering in the ocean's abyss, haunted 
his dreams. He saw it not as a mythical beast but 
as a potential weapon, a monstrous puppet to 
unleash upon his enemies. He delved into forbidden 
archives, bribed ancient oracles, and embarked on 
treacherous expeditions, all in pursuit of 
summoning the Kraken and bending its monstrous 
power to his will. 


By 1961, his machinations reached the shores of 
Denmark. The restructuring of their navy, a 
necessary dance of bureaucracy, presented him 
with an unexpected opportunity. He ascended to 
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the coveted position of Grand Admiral, his gaze 
now encompassing the icy grip of the North Sea. 
But ambition was a bottomless pit, and Haute's 
hunger for power knew no bounds. In his fledgling 
days as a naval officer, ambition gnawed at Haute 
like a barnacle clinging to a ship's hull. Whispers of 
the hidden artifact, the Scar Coin imbued with 
unimaginable power, haunted his dreams, vivid and 
unsettling visions that mirrored intel gleaned from 
clandestine military sources. 


The identity of the Priest, the enigmatic figure 
rumored to possess the Scar Coin, remained 
elusive, yet Haute felt an undeniable pull towards 
this unseen prize. 


His relentless pursuit of a mythical artifact 
whispered off in hushed tones as Scar Coin 
consumed him. He saw it as the key to unlocking 
ultimate control, a chimeric talisman bending the 
oceans to his will. 


He devoured dusty tomes. His nights were spent 
deciphering ancient texts and forgotten languages. 
Each cryptic symbol, each faded illustration, 
seemed to whisper secrets only he could decipher. 
The Scar Coin, he surmised, held the key to 
unlocking the ocean's hidden secrets, its power 
capable of bending the very tides to his will. 


He leveraged his burgeoning influence within 
the navy, manipulating his superiors and securing 
classified information with ruthless efficiency. His 
quest for the Scar Coin became an all-consuming 
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mission, and his methods grew increasingly brutal. 
He bribed informants, coerced confessions, and 
even resorted to blackmail, each act leaving an 
indelible stain on his conscience. Finally, after years 
of relentless pursuit, in 1948, he found himself 
standing before the last living descendant of the 
Priest, a wizened older man with eyes as deep and 
ancient as the ocean itself. The Scar Coin, pulsating 
with an otherworldly energy, lay nestled in the 
man's weathered hands. 


As Haute reached for the artifact, the older 
man's eyes narrowed, a flicker of defiance sparking 
within them. 


His hand, driven by a blind hunger for power, 
swooped down. The priest lifted his chin, a ghost of 
a smile playing on his weathered lips. 


“The coin that creates change,” he whispered, 
his eyes widening with a sudden, chilling clarity. “A 
life for a life. This power comes at your own cost.” 


The Priest was a disciple of the man who had 
killed his parents, and Haute still remembered the 
day vividly. He couldn’t exact revenge on the man 
who had killed his parents, so this would have to do 
for now. 


Haute, blinded by his ambition, scoffed at the 
warning. 


As his words echoed in the air, the Priest felt a 
monstrous shift within the chamber. The air 
crackled, infused with an electric hum that prickled 
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his skin. Instinctively, he recoiled, but it was too 
late. The Scar Coin, sensing his hesitation, 
unleashed a burst of energy. Haute, taking quick 
control of the energy, channeled it through phasing 
his hand through the priest’s chest, killing him 
instantly. 


The duplicate Scar Coin pulsating with an 
uncanny inner light whispered promises of power. 
One side, forged from sunlit gold, bore the 
inscription "Yen," its solidity echoing the 
unshakeable nature of the Earth. 


The other side of the coin, shimmering silver, 
and moonlight, was branded "Yang," its fluid form 
mirroring the ever-shifting tides of the ocean. In 
Haute's grasping hands, they represented not just 
wealth and influence but a gateway to the arcane 
mysteries he craved. 


But the Yang side of the coin that creates 
change, as Haute soon discovered, was not an 
unalloyed blessing. The ease with which he 
breached physical boundaries chipped away at his 
own. The Yang Gave him this new ability to 
phasing. It gave him the ability of some characters 
to move through solid objects. 


It differed from intangibility by its fundamental 
process; characters who phase moved through 
physical objects, whereas characters who were 
intangible couldn’t be touched. Although they were 
different powers, phasing could be an effect of 
Intangibility. 
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His insatiable thirst for dominion, however, did 
not go unnoticed. Once lulled by his siren song, the 
world began to see the monster beneath the mask. 
In 1965, the Vietnam War raged like a festering 
wound, and in its chaotic underbelly, Haute found 
fertile ground for another proxy play. 


But even the most intricate tapestries unravel 
with time. Haute's web of lies and manipulations, 
stretched thin by his overreaching ambition, began 
to fray. Cracks appeared in his facade, whispers of 
his true nature slithering through the corridors of 
power. 


While the world watched, captivated by the 
jungle inferno, Haute saw an opportunity. He 
backed a puppet regime in a foreign land, a pawn 
in his grand geopolitical chess game. 


His machinations, however, were not confined to 
the jungles of Southeast Asia. He cultivated 
relationships with shadowy figures and whispered 
promises of power to rogue elements within foreign 
intelligence agencies. He saw them not as allies but 
as tools, instruments to be manipulated and 
discarded when their usefulness expired. 


His ambition, however, was a double-edged 
sword. As his power grew, so did the whispers of his 
ruthlessness. His control over the Danish navy 
became absolute, yet murmurs of dissent began to 
ripple through the ranks, carried on the salty 
breeze like warnings from the deep. 
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Grand Admiral Haute stood at the prow of his 
flagship, the leviathan hull cleaving through the 
inky expanse of the South Pacific. The setting sun 
cast an apocalyptic glow on the armada, 
transforming his steel fleet into a monstrous 
metallic organism, each warship a beating metal 
heart within his dominion's vast, sentient body. 


He had done it. 


The Scar Coin, that artifact whispered of in 
forbidden texts and guarded by jealous spirits, now 
pulsed with his will, its dark energies coursing 
through the very veins of his vessels. They were no 
longer mere ships but extensions of himself, 
monstrous avatars of his ambition given form in 
steel and fire. 


He raised his hand, and the entire fleet 
responded. Cannons roared in unison, plumes of 
fire erupting from their bellies like malevolent 
breaths. The waves churned and frothed, whipped 
into a frenzy by the unseen pulse of the Coin that 
creates change. Even the storm clouds overhead 
seemed to cower before him, parting just enough to 
bathe him in an eerie spotlight. His gaze swept 
across the horizon, taking in the immensity of his 
creation. From the sleek destroyers slicing through 
the waves to the monstrous battleships lumbering 
like metal behemoths, his fleet stretched as far as 
the eye could see, a steel serpent coiling around 
the globe. 
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No longer was he just Grand Admiral Haute. He 
was something more, something _ terrifyingly 
magnificent. He was the Puppeteer, his every whim 
etched in the churning waves, his every command 
carried on the salty wind. 


A triumphant laugh escaped his lips, swallowed 
by the roaring symphony of his metallic orchestra. 
The world lay prostrate before him, a vast ocean 
waiting to be conquered, each wave a stepping 
stone to his ultimate dominion. His eyes, glinting 
with a manic fire, reflected the setting sun, and in 
their depths, one could see a chilling truth: the 
leviathan had risen, and the oceans trembled at its 
command. 


But even as he reveled in his newfound power, a 
shadow of doubt flickered in the abyss of his 
ambition. The Scar Coin, a potent talisman as it 
was, was fickle and hungry. 


It had granted him his desires, but at what cost? 


He could feel its insidious tendrils creeping into 
his mind, twisting his thoughts, fueling his 
paranoia. 


Yet, he dismissed the niggling fear. Power, once 
attained, was not to be relinquished. He had tasted 
the nectar of dominion, and he would not turn back. 
He was the Ocean King, and the world would bend 
to his will or drown in the rising tide of his ambition. 


The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the 
sky in blood-red hues, a fitting tribute to the new 
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order dawning upon the world. And as the darkness 
embraced the vast expanse of the ocean, the 
metallic leviathan ruled by Grand Admiral Haute, 
now forever intertwined with the Scar Coin, began 
its relentless march towards global domination. The 
world's fate hanged precariously in the balance, 
adrift in the churning seas of ambition and the 
chilling grip of power, both magnificent and 
monstrous. 
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Chapter 8: The Failed Agent 


In the cavernous gloom of the repurposed 
warehouse, the curated chaos of the “Chernobyl: 
Echoes of Disaster" exhibit shimmered under the 
harsh museum spotlights. Dust motes danced in 
the air, illuminated like nervous fireflies amidst the 
faded propaganda posters and twisted metal 
remnants of the ill-fated reactor. 


Here, amidst the ghosts of Soviet ambition and 
scientific hubris, stood a motley crew of "tourists," 
their American veneer as thin as the paint peeling 
off the concrete walls. 


Irina Petrovna led them, her auburn bob and 
practiced smile a studied disguise for the steely 
glint in her icy blue eyes. She was a maestro of the 
Charm School, where the KGB sculpted agents like 
clay, molding them into perfect replicas of their 
targets. Today, her students were ‘Americans,’ 
tasked with infiltrating a high-level NATO summit 
disguised as journalists and diplomats. This 
museum, with its morbid allure, was their final 
performance test. 


lrina's voice sliced through the oppressive 
silence, sharp as winter wind. 


“Chernobyl,” she declared, tapping a gloved 
finger against a photo of the smoldering reactor 
core. “A stark reminder of what happens when 
technology dances with arrogance. A hundred 
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thousand lives stolen, a land rendered barren, and 
a stain on the collective conscience of humankind.” 
Her words hung heavy in the air, echoing off the 
rusted turbines and mangled control panels. The 
"tourists" murmured amongst themselves, their 
practiced American accents struggling to contain 
the nervous tremor in their voices. With its raw 
emotions and lingering radiation, this museum was 
peeling back the carefully constructed layers of 
their identities, exposing the shadows that lurked 
beneath. 


One, a burly man with a crew cut and a 
perpetually furrowed brow, cleared his throat. 


“But what about America's nuclear arsenal? 
Three Mile Island, Fukushima - aren't they also 
examples of reckless power?” 


lrina's smile, a practiced weapon, remained 
unwavering. 


“Perhaps,” she conceded, her voice dipping into 
a conspiratorial whisper. “America learns from its 
mistakes. It invests in safety, implements 
safeguards, and seeks international cooperation. 
Unlike...” she paused, letting the silence simmer. 
“A regime that prioritizes secrecy over 
transparency, ambition over safety." 


Her cold and calculated gaze swept across the 
group, pausing on each face like a predator 
evaluating its prey. They squirmed under her 
scrutiny - their practiced nonchalance dissolving 
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like cheap paint under a blowtorch. This museum, 
this grim testament to human folly, was unmasking 
them, revealing the truth hidden beneath the 
polished surface of their borrowed identities. 


As Irina delved deeper into the tragedy, weaving 
a chilling narrative of human error’ and 
environmental devastation, the tension in the room 
grew thick enough to choke on. Each artifact, each 
chilling photograph, felt like an accusation, a 
whisper of the ghosts they desperately tried to 
outrun. The ‘American’ tourists were all graduates 
of the Charm School, where Russian agents were 
taught to become Americans. The Charm School’s 
name was a cruel irony, a glittering facade masking 
a crucible of lies and meticulous fabrication. 
Nestled deep within the sprawling heart of Moscow, 
it churned out not graduates but ghosts - phantoms 
sculpted from stolen identities and meticulously 
honed deception. 


Its students were blank slates, orphans plucked 
from the shadows of society, molded into 
instruments of the Motherland's ambition. Here, 
language was a weapon wielded with surgical 
precision. American slang rolled off their tongues 
like a second skin, each regional inflection, each 
colloquial quirk meticulously studied and mimicked. 


History became a stage, every landmark, every 
cultural touchstone memorized and internalized. 
Even their bodies were reshaped, accents ironed 
out, postures adjusted, every twitch and 
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mannerism erased and replaced with the confident 
swagger of a born-and-bred Yankee. 


But the Charm School's most chilling 
masterpiece was the art of emotional mimicry. 
Laughter bubbled up on cue. Sorrow welled in their 
eyes with practiced ease. They learned to read a 
room and adjust their personalities like chameleons 
blending into the environment. Each student was a 
living, breathing composite of borrowed memories 
and fabricated dreams, a walking tapestry woven 
from a thousand stolen lives. 


KKK 


The twilight cast long shadows as Nicholson, 
Mato, and the other agents huddled in a loose 
circle, mugs of lukewarm coffee staining their 
hands. Smoke from Nicholson's cigarette spiraled 
upwards, blurring the neon glow of the TUD logo 
against the darkening sky. 


To the casual passerby, the imposing obsidian 
facade of the headquarters was just another 
academy, its smooth lines and geometric windows 
whispering of sterile classrooms and endless 
lectures. But to Nicholson and the other shadows 
huddled around her, those sterile lines were barbed 
wire, the gentle hum of ventilation systems a 
menacing thrum of secrets. 


The TUD building, innocuous to the world, 
housed the agency they called home - a den of 
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whispers and classified intel, where legends were 
forged, and shadows danced. 


“Olmschied, always the enigma,” Nicholson 
rasped, her voice gravelly from having just got out 
of an intense training session. “Hollywood looks, 
Navy SEAL grit, and dyslexia so thick you could cut 
it with a knife. Yet the man's a goddamn legend.” 


Mato snorted with a guttural laugh that sent a 
flicker of unease through the group. 


"Legend, maybe. But remember that Prague 
debacle? The dude froze up like a deer in 
headlights when the comm went down. Dyslexia or 
not, this isn’t a good look for a lead dog." 


A tense silence settled, broken only by the hiss 
of the nearby traffic. It was true that misstep in 
Prague had cast a shadow on _ Olmschied's 
otherwise stellar career. The whispers started right 
after it. 


“Too reliant on orders from others,” “Can't think 
on his feet,” “Just a pretty face with a SEAL's 
badge.” 


But there was something else too, a gnawing 
suspicion that Nicholson couldn't quite place. It 
stemmed from Olmschied's recent habit of 
spending his free time with a peculiar therapist, an 
older man with eyes that held the glint of ancient 
secrets and a voice that rumbled like distant 
thunder. They met in a dusty bookshop on the 
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wrong side of town amidst towering shelves and 
the musty scent of aged paper. 


What wisdom could Olmschied possibly glean 
from such a shadowy source? 


"Maybe the doc's got some fancy new dyslexia 
cure," one of the younger agents chimed in, his 
voice laced with a nervous hope. 


Nicholson scoffed. 


"Dyslexia ain't a disease, son. It's the wiring in 
the brain that’s messed up, and that wiring doesn't 
change overnight. No, something else is cookin’ 
there. That old geezer's whispering something in 
Olmschied's ear, and | don't like how it makes him 
twitch." 


She flicked her cigarette butt into the gutter, the 
orange ember hissing as it met the damp tarmac. 


"Whatever it is, | have a feeling it's gonna lead 
us all down a rabbit hole deeper than any intel 
report we've ever read." 


“I can’t believe the director has assigned us to 
his team for this mission,” Mato said as he shook 
his head, taking a swig from his water canteen. 


Their director had gathered them all in the 
conference room just hours before. The fluorescent 
lights overhead buzzed like angry hornets, casting 
the sterile white conference room in a harsh, 
clinical glow. Director Vance, a woman whose 
steely gaze could crack diamonds, slammed a file 


188 


AGE 


on the table, the thud echoing through the silence. 
Nicholson, Mato, and the other agents leaned 
forward, eyes drawn to the stark headline 
emblazoned across the cover. 


“Russian Intel Gone Dark - Possible Chernobyl 
Scenario." 


Their breath hitched. Chernobyl. The mere 
mention evoked images of a smoldering reactor, a 
poisoned landscape, and an invisible ghost of 
radiation that still haunted the region. And now, 
whispers of a similar disaster, fueled by Russian 
intel gone dark, snaked through the room like a 
cold tendril of fear. 


"We have reason to believe a clandestine 
operation near Chernobyl has gone sideways," 
Vance declared, her voice a whipcrack. "Russian 
agents, embedded within a Ukrainian separatist 
group, have vanished. All communications have 
gone dead." 


Olmschied, who had been hunched over a mug 
of lukewarm coffee, his brow furrowed in thought, 
snapped to attention. His dyslexia, usually a hurdle 
in deciphering intel reports, seemed to vanish as 
his mind latched onto the situation's urgency. 


"Vanished? How?" one of the rookies blurted 
out, his voice raw with anxiety. 


Vance's lips pursed into a thin line. 
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"We don't know. That's why we need a team, 
and | need you, Olmschied, at the helm." 


There was a collective murmur of surprise. 
Olmschied, the enigma, the man whose Prague 
misstep still lingered in the air, leading a mission 
this critical? Even Mato, his usual jovial demeanor 
replaced by a grim seriousness, raised an eyebrow. 


But Vance ignored their unspoken doubts. 


"Olmschied's experience is unparalleled. He 
knows the terrain of the players, and most 
importantly, he thinks differently. We need that 
edge in this situation." 


Her gaze met Olmschied's, unwavering. He held 
her stare, his dyslexia fading into the background 
as a steely resolve flickered in his eyes. They were 
the eyes of a warrior, not a pretty boy, and Vance 
saw it now, the hidden depth under the Hollywood 
polish. 


"| won't let you down, Director," Olmschied said, 
his voice low but firm. "We'll get your boys back 
and figure out what went dark near Chernobyl. But | 
need the best with me." 


Vance nodded a flicker of approval in her steely 
gaze. 


"Nicholson and Mato are the rookies with the 
most field experience," she named them 
individually. "This is a stealth mission, gentlemen. 
You're walking into a hornet's nest, and the 
consequences of failure are catastrophic." 
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“Yeah, well, she is within her jurisdiction to 
make teams as she sees fit. | don’t know why 
you’re complaining. You’ve worked with much 
worse in previous missions.” Nicholson told Mato. 
As the sun began to set, and tiredness was visible 
in their eyes, their conversation veered slowly in 
different directions. 


"Unseen Division is suspicious, my ass,” Mato 
laughed, his voice a guttural echo in the alleyway. 
"Flying saucers and hairy apes? We ain't chasing 
shadows, Nicholson. We're TUD, not some X-Files 
knock-off." 


But Nicholson's skepticism resonated with the 
others. The Unseen Division was a taboo topic, 
spoken about in hushed tones and scoffed at by 
most. UFOs, Bigfoot, and Chupacabras all sounded 
like fodder for barroom brawls, not classified intel 
reports. 


Nicholson, however, didn't flinch. Her eyes, hard 
as flint, met Mato's with a chilling intensity. 


"Taboo? Maybe," she rasped, her voice as 
gravelly as unpaved roads. "But you ever heard of 
Operation Paperclip? Those Nazi scientists we 
brought in after the war? Turns out, some of their 
toys weren't quite... terrestrial." 


She paused, letting the implication hang heavy 
in the air. The agents shifted uncomfortably, the 
warmth of the coffee failing to reach their suddenly 
cold spines. Operation Paperclip, the controversial 
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recruitment of Nazi scientists and engineers, was a 
skeleton in America's closet, its secrets whispered 
rather than shouted. 


"And Bigfoot, that’s real too?" someone asked, 
their voice barely a whisper. 


Nicholson chuckled, a dry, humorless sound. 


"Let's just say there's more to the wilderness 
than meets the eye. Things that move in the dark 
leave no tracks and make grown men piss their 
pants." 


A nervous laugh rippled through the group, 
quickly swallowed by the silence that followed. The 
Unseen Division, once dismissed as a joke, 
suddenly felt less like a punchline and more like a 
door creaking open in a forbidden world. 


"That's why Olmschied's therapy sessions with 
that weirdo in the bookstore raise my hackles," 
Nicholson continued, her gaze sharpening. 
"Dyslexia ain't cured by whispers and cryptic 
riddles. He's tapping into something... else. 
Something the Unseen Division might be interested 
in." 

KKK 


“It's like they mock me,” Charles "OC" 
Olmschied rasped, frustration twisting his voice. 
"Drowning in ink, never able to reach the surface." 


Dr. Takoda, a wizened silhouette amidst the 
dusty bookshelves, listened with the stoic calm of 
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ancient stone. His amber eyes, glinting like chips of 
sunlight trapped in amber, held a pearl of ageless 
wisdom yet remained as cold as the desert wind. 


"The storm within whispers, not mocks," he 
rasped, a gnarled finger tapping the book. "Learn 
its rhythm, embrace the chaos, and it becomes 
your strength." 


OC scoffed, a flicker of doubt warring with 
grudging respect in his icy blue eyes. 


"Strength? This dyslexia... it's a dead weight, a 
mocking echo of Prague." Charles Olmschied was a 
walking paradox, built like a granite wall but 
plagued by the invisible storm of dyslexia. In the 
field, he was "OC," a cold steel blade against the 
world's underbelly. His eyes, sharp and blue as a 
glacial lake, held the quiet intensity of a predator 
sizing up its prey. Yet, in Takoda's dusty bookstore, 
he shed the skin of his TUD persona, becoming a 
boy wrestling with a tangled mess of words and 
self-doubt. His voice, usually a low rumble of 
command, softened, laced with frustration as he 
grappled with sentence structures and stubborn 
syllables. 


Prague, a mission gone catastrophically awry, 
festered beneath his hardened exterior, a phantom 
limb of guilt and frozen silence. But Takoda never 
probed the wound, only offering cryptic whispers of 
untamed storms and paths hidden in the chaos. 
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“You should be more assertive and take the lead 
in all aspects of your life instead of hiding behind 
others. You need to work on your confidence before 
we move further with anything else. | want you to 
take the initiative and be more proactive. You'll see 
what wonders that will do for your confidence.” 


“FIL try. Thank you.” 


‘It was a good thing that I’ve been assigned to 
take the lead in the latest Chernobyl-related 
mission,’ he thought. It was perfect timing to apply 
what Dr. Takoda had just told him. 


Yet, he left each session unsettled than 
comforted, inexplicably drawn back to the 
bookstore's unsettling sanctuary. 


‘Was Takoda a sage or a charlatan? Did his 
words hold the key to unlocking OC's potential, or 
were they poisoned whispers leading me down a 
treacherous path?’ 


Like the secrets the old tomes held, the answer 
remained shrouded in shadows. 


KKK 


The Chernobyl Exclusion Zone was a desolate 
wasteland where nature reclaimed what man had 
wrought. A skeletal forest clawed at the bruised 
sky, and the air held a metallic tang, a ghost of the 
disaster that haunted the land. Here, amidst the 
ruins of a forgotten warehouse, the TUD team 
crouched, shadows against the dying light. 
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OC studied the warehouse with laser focus. 


“Last known location,” he muttered, his voice a 
low rumble. “But intel’s shaky. Could be a trap.” 


Mato, his gruff exterior masking a keen mind, 
snorted. “Always the pessimist, OC. Let’s kick down 
the door and see what surprises Mother Russia has 
for us.” 


Nicholson, ever the pragmatist, silenced them 
with a raised hand. 


"Mato's right, but we can't be reckless. Intel 
suggests armed guards, maybe even separatists. 
We need a plan." 


The plan was a tapestry woven from whispers of 
intel, educated guesses, and a healthy dose of 
improvisation. Using his fluency in Ukrainian and 
knowledge of the region, OC would initiate contact, 
posing as a smuggler. Mato, a whirlwind of muscle 
and fury, would be his backup, cloaked in shadows. 
Nicholson, a ghost in the machine, would provide 
overwatch and comms. The rookies, green but 
eager, would secure the perimeter. 


With a final nod, they moved. OC, his voice a 
practiced drawl, approached the warehouse, a 
duffel bag slung over his shoulder. The heavy oak 
door creaked open, revealing a cavernous space 
bathed in the dim glow of flickering fluorescent 
lights. 


The warehouse door groaned open, swallowing 
OC whole into its cavernous maw. And then 
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suddenly, with a loud bang, the door shut behind 
him, and glass walls descended from the ceiling like 
a cruel punchline. He was trapped in a warehouse, 
not a labyrinth of his worst nightmares - a 
suffocating maze of shimmering glass 
compartments. 


Panic, cold and clammy, snaked up his throat, 
mimicking the erratic dance of the walls around 
him. Each compartment pulsed with an eerie 
fluorescent glow, casting long, distorted shadows 
that mocked his presence. 


He was trapped inside this warehouse with the 
rest of the team outside. He was effectively 
separated from Mato and Nicholson and could not 
get help from them. 


OC found himself in a daunting predicament. He 
was locked in a room with glass walls at the heart 
of a constantly rearranging labyrinth. Before him 
stood a sophisticated bomb, its design intricately 
tied to the Infinite Hotel Paradox - a mathematical 
concept dealing with infinity. 


The bomb's mechanism is a riddle in itself, 
requiring a solution to the paradox to be disarmed. 
However, by its nature, the paradox was a 
theoretical concept, offering no practical solution in 
the physical realm. While vast, OC's expertise in 
mathematics seemed insufficient against this 
impossible puzzle at that moment. 
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Complicating his situation was his dyslexia. The 
condition, often a barrier in rapidly processing 
complex texts and symbols, becomes even more 
challenging under the intense pressure of the 
situation. The numbers and equations appeared to 
dance and shift before his eyes, much like the 
moving compartments of the warehouse. 


The  bomb's technological sophistication 
suggested that it was beyond current 
understanding. It could be the creation of a 
mathematical genius and a technological savant, 
incorporating elements that defy conventional 
knowledge. Even if OC could comprehend the 
paradox, the bomb's advanced technology 
remained an insurmountable hurdle. 


Furthermore, the bomb was interwoven with a 
deep ethical dilemma, posing a moral quandary 
that prevented straightforward action. OC realized 
that disarming the bomb might trigger a greater 
catastrophe or force him into an ethical 
compromise he was unwilling to make. 


Physically, the shifting compartments of the 
warehouse created a labyrinthine barrier. They 
moved in a pattern that seemed to mimic the 
infinite nature of the paradox, constantly changing 
and evolving, making it difficult for OC to maintain 
a clear sense of space and direction. 


Mentally and emotionally, OC battled with stress 
and fatigue. The high stakes of the situation 
weighed heavily on him, clouding his judgment and 
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analytical capabilities. He grappled with the fear of 
failure, and the immense responsibility rested on 
his shoulders. 


Time, ironically, was both infinite in theory and 
painfully finite in reality. The paradox suggested 
endless possibilities, but the bomb's countdown 
imposed a harsh deadline, starkly contrasting 
theoretical infinity and the reality of finite time. 


OC's isolation exacerbated the situation. He had 
to rely solely on his knowledge and intuition 
without access to external resources or expertise. 
With its eerie silence and shifting walls, the 
warehouse offered no aid, only an ever-changing 
maze of challenges. 


The unpredictability of the scenario was perhaps 
the most daunting aspect. OC could not discern the 
intentions behind this elaborate setup or predict 
the next shift in the warehouse's layout. The bomb, 
the paradox, and the labyrinth all form a complex 
web of challenges that seem designed to be 
unsolvable. 


As OC delved deeper into the problem, he 
began to understand that the challenge might not 
have a solution and he would have to think outside 
the box. His mind reeled like the shifting walls of 
the labyrinth. 


The paradox mocked him, the bomb pulsed with 
its deadly countdown, and despair threatened to 
consume him. But something shifted within him, 
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not surrender, but a steely resolve. He might not 
solve the paradox, but he could exploit it. 


OC's heart hammered a discordant rhythm 
against his ribs, mimicking the erratic dance of the 
labyrinth walls. Trapped in the glass cage, the 
bomb throbbed before him, a malevolent jewel 
pulsing with the power of the Infinite Hotel Paradox. 
Its intricate design mocked him, a riddle tied to an 
impossible concept, offering no solace in the harsh 
reality of the ticking timer. His vast mathematical 
expertise felt impotent against this twisted puzzle, 
the numbers, and equations swirling before his 
dyslexic eyes like taunting phantoms. 


The air buzzed with the unspoken presence of 
his unseen captor. This wasn't some run-of-the-mill 
terrorist; this was a weaver of chaos, a trickster 
playing a deadly game. 


A chilling detail snagged his attention as OC's 
gaze swept across the shifting labyrinth walls. In 
the corner of each compartment, etched in faint 
lettering, lay a signature: Coyote. The name sent 
shivers down his spine. It wasn't just a moniker; it 
was a challenge, a taunt. Memories of the cunning 
trickster from Native American lore, known for his 
shapeshifting mischief and barbed riddles, flooded 
his mind. 


Was this his adversary, a modern-day 
embodiment of that ancient archetype? 
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This wasn't just a bomb in a labyrinth; it was a 
deadly game orchestrated by a master 
manipulator. The realization tightened his grip on 
the duffel bag, his pulse echoing the erratic dance 
of the walls. It wasn't about brute force or 
conventional solutions; it was a battle of wits, a test 
of his ability to unravel the Coyote's twisted puzzle. 


With newfound determination, OC _ steeled 
himself. He wouldn't be outplayed by a myth come 
alive. He would decipher the Coyote's riddle, not by 
solving the impossible paradox, but by 
understanding its song, its dance. The game was 
on. 


His dyslexia, usually a hurdle, became a warped 
lens, highlighting patterns the untrained eye might 
miss. The shifting walls, echoing the paradox's 
endless loop, held a rhythm, a hidden logic. The 
bomb's hum, seemingly random, whispered a 
cryptic song. He wasn't meant to solve the 
paradox; he had to dance with it, exploit its 
inherent instability. 


Suddenly, the Coyote materialized amidst the 
dreamlike chaos. His eyes, usually twinkling with 
mischief, held a rare somberness. 


"OC," he rasped, his voice echoing through the 
fractured landscape. "Even the trickster must 
confront the abyss sometimes. This isn't about fate 
or chance, but about choice." 
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OC scoffed, the dream distorting his voice into a 
hollow echo. 


"Choice? Trapped in this prison of my mind, 
taunted by a bomb riddled with impossible 
questions, what choice do | have?" 


"The greatest freedom lies not in the absence of 
limitations," the Coyote countered, his words laced 
with quiet wisdom. "But in how we dance within 
them. Your mind, your unique way of seeing the 
world, is your weapon. Choose to see the paradox 
not as a dead end but as a doorway, a key to 
understanding the dance between fate and 
chance." 
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Chapter 9: Miles in Dutch 


1980’s 


On the brink of the new millennium, a shadow 
stretched across the once-booming American arms 
industry. Its source: Wilson Kantor, a man 
consumed by bitterness and the embers of a 
shattered dream. Wilson Kantor decided to create 
the most explosive automatic assault rifle in the 
history of weapons manufacturers. 


Son of the legendary Henry Kantor, co-founder 
of the mighty Kappel, Klein & Co., Wilson had 
tasted power only to see it snatched away by his 
erstwhile partners and friends, Albert Kappel and 
Abel Klein. Their ambition pushed the company to 
stratospheric heights, leaving Wilson's methods 
behind - deemed antiquated and reckless - on the 
scrapheap. Driven by a cocktail of resentment and 
an unhealthy dose of desperation, he committed 
suicide when the latter two decided to expand the 
company. 


Wilson Kantor decided to follow in his father’s 
footsteps as he was now part of the trio of heirs 
who kept Kappel, Klein & Co. afloat against rival 
companies and never-ending technology, pushing 
the market with new methods and black-marketing 
sales. Wilson, like his father, was the brain behind 
all the operations. Creating blueprints of unique 
and innovative weapons could potentially place 


202 


AGE 


Kappel, Klein & Co. back in the top spot of weapons 
manufacturing. 


Kantor, who was fully aware of his father’s past, 
was never submissive when it came to the 
company's business side. Making sure his voice was 
heard and he was present in the company’s most 
critical situations. Kantor’s grit was one the 
employees admired about him. However, it was 
heard that the two later heirs of Kappel and Klein 
were not the biggest fans of Kantor’s struggle with 
control. Just as the company was on the rise, an 
incident jeopardized the company and Kantor’s life. 
During one of the company's most important 
weapons manufacturing tests, the founders decided 
to be present for it. 


The tension in the testing facility was thicker 
than the acrid tang of gunpowder smoke. Kappel 
and Klein, their faces grim masks beneath the 
harsh fluorescent lights, stood observing the final 
test of Kantor's prototype weapon. This wasn't just 
any test; it was a potential game-changer, a deal- 
clincher poised to propel Kappel, Klein & Co. to 
even greater heights. 


Ever the showman, Kantor strutted forward. The 
prototype was cradled proudly in his grasp. Its 
metallic sheen gleamed under the harsh lights, a 
viper poised to strike. He puffed out his chest, 
relishing the attention, desperate to prove his 
worth after years of simmering resentment. Ever 
the businessman, Kappel scrutinized the weapon 
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with a practiced eye, a hint of skepticism etched on 
his features. 


The countdown began, and each digital tick was 
a hammer blow against the silence. Technicians 
scurried back, taking cover behind reinforced 
barriers. With a smirk playing on his lips, Kantor 
aimed the weapon down the designated range. 
Even Klein, usually stoic, seemed to hold his 
breath. 


A deafening roar split the air as the weapon 
discharged. But something was wrong. The recoil, 
meant to be manageable, became a monstrous 
beast, ripping the prototype from Kantor's grasp. It 
spun through the air, a malevolent silver comet, 
before slamming into Kappel's outstretched hand. 
Blood erupted like a crimson flower, blossoming 
against the stark white lab coat. Kappel crumpled, 
a choked gurgle escaping his lips before he went 
still. The room, a moment ago thrumming with 
anticipation, plunged into a chilling silence broken 
only by Klein's ragged gasps and the mournful 
whine of dying machinery. 


The test weapon that Kantor had placed in his 
hand with the recoil backfiring, hitting Kappel close 
blank range in his forehand, killing him on instant 
impact. 


Kantor was blamed for the incident even though 
Kantor and other engineers stated that it was an 
accident. In the aftermath of the tragedy, the air 
within the once-booming Kappel, Klein & Co. hung 
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thick with the stench of smoke and something far 
more insidious: fear. Klein, ever the pragmatist, 
moved swiftly. Witnesses were silenced, not with 
threats, but with the clink of comfortable sums 
finding their way into discreet bank accounts. 


Even Kantor wasn't spared. His shares, tainted 
by the incident, were swiftly sold by Klein, and the 
payout was calculated to ensure not just his 
survival - an amount that would keep any prideful 
person sane and comforted. It was a pittance, a 
final insult delivered with a cold handshake, the tip 
of the hat, and a curt "good day to you." 


Ready to enjoy the rest of their lives joyfully on 
the Cayo Espanto blue shore or the jagged green 
mountains of Villa Corallina, Tahiti, an enraged 
Wilson Kantor was different. Now left with a 
drunken and erratic brain on his meaningless 
affluent family property, Kantor became a man left 
to indulge in his reverie of talent. Banished from his 
former life, Kantor retreated to the sprawling family 
estate. Wealth, once a shield, now felt like a 
suffocating shroud. The once-grand manor, echoing 
with the ghosts of his ambition, became a gilded 
cage. He drowned his sorrows in a sea of expensive 
liquor, each sip a bitter toast to the life he'd lost. 


The sprawling estate became his laboratory, his 
playground, and his prison. He tinkered with 
forgotten prototypes, his once-steady hands now 
trembling with the tremors of his inner turmoil. His 
creations, fueled by a cocktail of grief and defiance, 
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were testaments to his brilliance but also disturbing 
harbingers of his descent. Sketches concealed the 
floors of the property, and pens and pencils 
scattered on any empty surface. 


His physique was now nowhere near the man he 
was. His former company was climbing back to the 
top without him. A strong will of vengeance kept his 
distaste for normal human life going. His most 
overt creation was being built, where any civilian 
could catch a glimpse of his masterful toy if one 
wanted to try hard enough. 


The automatic assault rifle being built was 
lighter than any of the rifles on the market. Its 
release was also much faster, pushing out a dozen 
bullets in less than five seconds. The recoil was 
light; even a pre-teen female could easily handle 
this weapon. 


Kantor had made his masterpiece but intended 
to use the weapon for something more sinister than 
mere show and tell. 


Employees of Klein & Co. who had witnessed the 
end of Kantor that morning were terrified to claim 
the least in public. There laid the gunned-down 
former heir whose father gave his blood, sweat, 
and tears to this now very easily corruptible 
company. The weapons engineers had concluded 
that Kantor forgot to click the safety button on his 
new creation. Jamming the trigger on a firearm that 
was not even taken out for testing. Maybe Wilson 
Kantor didn’t want to fire; he wanted to show Klein 
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and the whole company he was the genius just like 
his father was, but no one would know for sure. 
What Kantor claimed was different from what the 
engineers claimed. 


Mr. Klein decided to hang on to the automatic 
assault rifle, as well as seize blueprints from the 
Kantor property. While also paying off local police 
as they reported to the papers that Wilson Kantor 
had met the same faith as his father. 


Kantor’s creation was now labeled the “Klein 
HGK 21,” becoming the most dynamic automatic 
machine gun of its time. Klein & Co. was set up to 
make a scads amount on the open market from this 
weapon. Everyone from the Middle Eastern 
militants to the KGB was in line with the intent to 
purchase the new gun that could create mass 
paranoia, matching the potential of tension 
between countries and groups, bringing the world 
to a close “Cold War” territory. 


Of course, when all threats became global, the 
US government intervened. The “HGK 21” was 
taken out of production as fast as it was brought in. 


Years slipped by, and out of nowhere, the 
weapon was spotted on public security cameras 
across the nation and the world. It was used by 
criminals who were executing robberies and 
murders, placing fear in rivals and Average Joe’s 
alike. Agencies around the world had a problem as 
this powerful automatic rifle was placed on the 
black market. A pretty penny could sway for a sell 
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of it. Though unknown to the lower law 
enforcement agencies, the placement was knocked 
down by two of the most perverse men, who were 
capitalists in the scheme of crime. 


Henson Vandy was a degenerate American 
businessman/ gunrunner who lived a flamboyant 
and showboating lifestyle, though his background 
was one of privilege. Vandy had an unfavorable 
perception of life, which never left any question of 
the cynical ways he wanted to set in place in 
America’s society. He surrounded himself with 
notorious drug dealers, corrupt men of law, 
upcoming and arrogant politicians, crooked 
lawyers, easy-to-get-over judges, and well-off 
sketchy businessmen. 


Vandy knew them all from West Hollywood to 
Killington, Vermont. His bread and butter involved 
dealing with the most notorious urban gangs, 
playing both sides to each acknowledgment. His 
white privilege stamp of approval saved him from 
whatever ill will these gangs had against him. He 
was often found stating, “It was only business.” 


Henson Vandy wasn't just a man. He was a 
walking contradiction. A flamboyant showman with 
a background of privilege, he reveled in a lifestyle 
as loud as his Hawaiian shirts and as sharp as his 
tailored suits. Yet, a cynicism that cast a long 
shadow lay beneath the dazzling surface. He wasn't 
just playing the game and rewriting the rules; his 
inimical perception warped society to his twisted 
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vision. But Vandy wasn't just cold and calculating. 
He reveled in the danger, the thrill of walking a 
tightrope over a viper pit. His parties were 
legendary, fueled by illicit substances and fueled by 
an even more potent desire to shock and awe. The 
“HGK 21” gave Henson Vandy the upper hand over 
any black-market gunrunners in the United States. 
Through his connections, he was mainly 
untraceable, never seen making deals, as he would 
use pawns and deception to put deals in place. 


A smooth criminal indeed, until Henson decided 
to throw a gathering at his Santa Monica, Ocean 
Park beach house. He placed his sketchy, well-off 
business friends with the local youth. Hand- 
delivered and veiled in secrecy, invitations 
promised an evening where lines would blur, and 
inhibitions would melt like California ice cream 
under the summer sun. 


Music thrummed through the house, a 
kaleidoscope of genres swirling together. Loud and 
uninhibited laughter mingled with ice clinking in 
crystal glasses and the soft pop of champagne 
corks. 


Discreet trays circulated, offering an array of 
hors d'oeuvres that hinted at more than just 
culinary indulgence—crystal bowls brimmed with 
colorful candies, their innocent appearance belying 
a potent psychedelic kick. Joints rolled with expert 
precision and were passed around like peace 
offerings, their sweet aroma mingling with the salty 
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tang of the ocean breeze. In hidden corners, 
hushed conversations occurred, deals struck, and 
secrets shared under the hazy veil of euphoria. 


As the night progressed, the lines between 
guest and host, local and elite, blurred further. 


The following day, the local police officer 
received calls from four different teenage females 
stating they were molested and raped by Henson 
and his sketchy friends. Other calls received that 
morning at the police station were of beatings of 
younger males, public humiliation, and alcohol and 
drug overdoses reported by parents. Henson tried 
to make a run for it, but the feds quickly caught up 
to him. As some of his business friends weren’t 
ready to pay their dues, some already had ten to 
fifteen years in the pen for assault and drug 
charges, Henson believed he was a goner. 
However, the feds were looking for his help in other 
areas. 


Henson was one of the most charming, 
manipulative, sleaze balls ever placed themselves 
into informant status. Cutting down the feds leads 
and his connections without any moral standards in 
his way. 


Henson's last deal before his gruesome death 
was to sell some “HGK 21” to Los Angeles’ more 
notorious black gangs. The meeting was scheduled 
on the Vegas strip, clocking an afternoon schedule. 
Two big-wig gang leaders and Henson would create 
a business front that the law would not suspect. 
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Henson was drugged out and drunk, leaving the 
female spy undercover, playing his piece for the 
event, at unease. No one knows how, but through 
whichever way, the gang leader spotted the 
deception from Henson. 


The gang leader, eyes blazing with fury, 
delivered a swift, brutal blow. 


Henson crumpled to the floor, a discarded toy. 


Henson’s body was delivered in the dead of 
night outside a hotel sidewalk and left there for 
people to find, leaving a bloodbath of gang 
members and agents behind. 


The following day, on the sidewalk bathed in the 
cold light of dawn, his body lay still. News cameras 
flashed, capturing the grim scene for a world 
hungry for answers. 


Meanwhile, Marijin Wandenbroek, a Dutchman, 
was nearing his 30th birthday. Once a high honor 
international student holding degrees in physics 
and psychology, Marijin decided on a career choice 
of gunrunning in which he supplied most of 
European rogue militants, hoods, and rebels, even 
street dealers if they were banking. 


He had an ample supply of the “HGK 21” model 
for whatever reason. A factory just right outside of 
Amsterdam hit the country, employing a few smart 
minds as they placed this dread model of a weapon 
on the market. Rumors even swirled that he was 
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now connected with an older and more conniving 
Mr. Klein. 


The HGK-21 was now circulating the criminal 
world of Amsterdam. 


KKK 
Present Day 


Sue went on about the mission as Mato boarded 
the first-class flight to Amsterdam. OC’s death was 
still fresh in Mato's mind as he pulled out his phone 
to look at his face. 


It looked like a new face, as it was wrapped in 
prosthetics for this trip. Figueroa believed he was 
the best fit for this operation, as the agency 
couldn't understand what kind of mastermind, 
either sick or twisted or genius, created levies that 
mentally and physically entangled a man. "The 
agency was sure it was the Illuminati again at play 
as intelligence, had gathered information of 
underground criminals within Europe testing 
weapons on the black market, an analysis from NSA 
found dark web videos from the same type of 
warehouse civil engineering project that OC met his 
demise too. 


Mato was in deep thought as he touched over 
the makeup on his face, as the first class space 
gave him time to work on his criminal persona. 


The dark night sky matched the chilling 
atmosphere. As he landed in Amsterdam, it seemed 
all it needed was a haunting trumpet score. Mato 
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walked past a few canals, and the people in the city 
moved to give the foreigner space. 


The lounge was filled with the sound of 
crescendo, the notes soaring high and dipping low, 
mirroring the highs and lows of life itself. The 
musician's passion for jazz was evident in every 
note he played, each telling a story, evoking 
emotions that words could never fully capture. 


Mato entered the lounge. It was a dark, dimly lit 
place, and the musician's music crooned tones as 
his notes weaved through the smoky air. Mato 
enjoyed tunes similar to Miles Davis's, though he 
often said that his favorite jazz soundtrack was the 
Trouble Man album by Marvin Gaye. 


Since he got on the plane to Amsterdam, he 
held an odd feeling in the pit of his stomach, an 
instinct. Figueroa had strongly backed Mato for this 
undercover role, as they met with the TUD directors 
on possible leads of Illuminati members running 
weapons manufacturing companies within Europe. 
Mato was still in his mid-30s, in covert operations, 
military time, and playing sidekick to his mentor 
Figueroa when dealing with national soil threats. 
But here, Mato was new to Europe and the perfect 
undercover agent for the job. The agency did still 
take precautions as they applied prosthetics and 
makeup for Mato just in case the Illuminati had 
spies, even within the US government. 


As Mato sipped his drink, he spotted a beautiful 
woman approaching him. She had piercing green 
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eyes. Her skin was caramel brown, and she was tall 
and athletically built. She stared at him some more, 
her sharp gaze refusing to let go. She was of 
Aruban decent, with the looks that could. 


This was not just another ordinary performance 
at the lounge; it was a gathering orchestrated by a 
notorious figure in the city's underworld, known for 
his clandestine dealings in weapons manufacturing. 


The jazz musician played late into the night as 
Mato and Helena sat sipping on their drinks and 
exchanging introductions with the cards that the 
waitress had provided them. Unaware of each 
other’s presence at the meet. 


The musicians' notes graced the atmosphere 
with a strange soulfulness in the lounge. The 
Cathedral was only a few blocks away. As the last 
wisp of melody faded, a hush fell over the dimly lit 
lounge. The smoky haze shimmered under the 
amber glow of the hanging lamps, momentarily 
concealing the faces amongst the gathering. For 
Mato, though, the night had just begun. With her 
captivating voice and veiled glances, the enigmatic 
woman named Helena had left an imprint on his 
mind beyond the mere exchange of cards. 


The only intel he had gotten from the agency 
was intelligence on the money. Stepping out of the 
lounge’s cool, incense-laden interior, Mato was met 
by a sudden shift in the atmosphere. The golden 
glow of the setting sun, filtering through stained 
glass, faded into the deepening twilight. 
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As he crossed the threshold and made his way 
toward the hushed serenity of the garden, the 
shadows clinging to the ancient stone walls seemed 
to stir, taking on shapes and identities. The 
shadows slowly became clearer, morphing into real 
people as Mato got closer. They came from all 
corners of Mato's view. 


He eventually saw the man Sue had described 
earlier. Helena and a big brute man accompanied 
Marijin Wandenbroek. Everyone moved into the 
garden, and Mato could see their faces clearly. 


Through his tech contacts, Sue could make 
profiles for each person. Mato's brow furrowed as 
he scrolled through the profiles Sue, his ever- 
helpful Al companion, had generated. Faces 
flickered across the screen of his contacts - the 
older woman, the young couple, the cloaked figure 
- each accompanied by detailed bios and potential 
connections. 


But two remained stubbornly blank: Helena, the 
woman with the piercing gaze, and the imposing 
figure guarding Marijin. 

“Nothing on Helena and the Big Man?” Mato 
queried, his voice taut with concern. 


“Negative,” Sue’s disembodied voice 
responded, a hint of digital empathy lacing her 
synthetic tones. “| scoured every database, every 
dark corner of the web, but these two... it’s as if 
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they don’t exist.” Mato chewed on his lip, his gaze 
fixed on the empty profiles. 


KKK 
“Good Evening...” Marijin started speaking. 


As each member attending the meeting 
gathered around, Mato realized some of the men 
and women around him were agents of agencies 
worldwide, and some were very violent and 
intelligent criminals. 


Sue's digital voice crackled in his ear as he 
navigated the throngs in the opulent ballroom. 


“So far, nothing definitive on Helena or Big 
Man,” Sue admitted, a hint of frustration flickering 
in her usually neutral tone. “Their digital footprints 
are immaculate, erased with surgical precision.” 


“Anything unusual about = Marijin’s recent 
activities?” Mato asked, his eyes scanning the 
crowd for any suspicious movement. 


“Indeed,” Sue replied, her algorithms churning. 
“There’s a spike in encrypted communications with 
various high-end auction houses shortly before this 
‘jazz night’ announcement. And a curious influx of 
funds into his personal accounts, originating from 
offshore... shall we say, —non-philanthropic 
organizations.” 


Mato’s jaw clenched. The pieces were falling 
into place, painting a disturbing picture. 
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"Robbery," he murmured, his voice grim. "He's 
using these performances as a front to target the 
city's elite." 


"Intriguing theory," Sue observed. "But without 
concrete evidence..." 


Suddenly, a hush fell over the room. The lights 
dimmed, spotlights converging on a sleek stage 
where a band materialized. A woman with fiery red 
hair and electrifying eyes, captivatingly familiar, 
took center stage. It was Helena. 


"Intriguing, indeed," Mato muttered, a cold 
sweat prickling his skin. An icy certainty gripped 
him - Helena wasn't just a hired singer; she was 
Marijin's weapon. 


As the first notes of a sultry jazz melody filled 
the air, a tremor of unease ran through Mato. He 
remembered Sue's earlier analysis of Helena's 
biometrics - "almost unnatural." 


‘Could her mesmerizing voice hold more than 
just musical talent?’ 


"Hypnosis," he whispered, the word catching in 
his throat. "Her voice... it could be used to 
manipulate, to bend wills to their nefarious plans." 


"A possibility," Sue conceded, her digital pulse 
quickening. "But without definitive proof..." 


Mato didn't need proof. He felt it in how the 
crowd swayed, their eyes glazed over, rapt 
attention morphing into something unsettlingly and 
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subservient. He had to act fast. As the music 
swelled, Mato slipped away from the mesmerized 
crowd, his mind racing. Then, just as quickly as her 
performance had started, it stopped, and Marjin 
appeared beside Helena. 


“If you like the band tonight, they will join us on 
the road,” Marjin explained. Mato had seen enough. 
He knew what he had to do. 


The following two months were a whirlwind of 
adrenaline and apprehension for Mato. Each night's 
jazz performance became a tense ballet, Marijin's 
orchestra playing their seductive melody while 
Mato orchestrated his counterpoint. He'd disrupt 
communications, sow discord among the 
hypnotized patrons, and even plant fake valuables 
to throw off the robbers. He got closer to Helena all 
the while, but he had to get closer to Marjin. 


Through stolen glances and cryptic 
conversations, Mato learned of their intricate 
dance. Everyone played a vital role, from the 
smooth-talking auctioneer who diverted attention 
to the inconspicuous getaway driver. Yet, a 
dissonance resonated within Helena. 


Meanwhile, Marjin and his gang orchestrated 
four armed robberies of the elite of Amsterdam as 
the Mato struggled to make sure that none of the 
undercover agent's identities were revealed. It was 
no easy task while he was getting close to Helena; 
she was naturally suspicious, but Mato had learned 
from the best. 
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The humid air of Amsterdam clung to Mato like a 
second skin as he trailed discreetly behind Marjin's 
goons, their laughter echoing off the ancient 
canals. Their faces remained obscured in the dim 
light spilling from streetlamps, just another shadow 
moving through the night. It was a far cry from his 
usual assignments, yet somehow, navigating the 
intricate dance of this undercover mission held a 
strange allure. 


And then, there was Helena. Introduced amidst 
the hushed tones of a clandestine meeting, she was 
a captivating enigma - intelligence sparking in her 
dark eyes, her voice holding a melody long after 
their brief encounters. Their initial exchanges, 
veiled by suspicion and guardedness, gradually 
faded with each stolen moment. 


Their meetings evolved from hurried briefings in 
smoky jazz bars to moonlit walks along the 
Bloemenmarkt, the vibrant colors and sweet 
fragrance serving as a backdrop to their growing 
connection. He'd share stories of his childhood 
under the vast Siberian sky, his voice roughened by 
years of service, while she'd recount tales of her 
travels, each word painting vivid pictures in his 
mind. 


Amidst the chaos of their shared mission, they 
found solace in quiet moments stolen away. They 
shared a steaming cup of hot chocolate beneath 
the shadow of the Westerkerk, the scent of 
cinnamon warming their chilled fingers, and 
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exchanging secret smiles across a crowded dance 
floor, a silent communication understood only by 
them. 


He soon learned that the Big man who guarded 
Marjin was called Tin. Marijin's bodyguard remained 
an enigma. Mato had witnessed his bone-chilling 
brutality firsthand, the man a living weapon with 
eyes that seemed to pierce through any facade. 


Even Mato felt exposed under Tin's gaze. During 
one confrontation, Tin landed a glancing blow, 
leaving Mato with a split lip and a chilling respect 
for the silent guardian. Mato had witnessed the 
man claim a life with his bare hands without once 
blinking. 


But what was more scary about the man was 
that he was highly wary of Mato. Tin didn’t like his 
antics, as he seemed to see through anyone. 


The night before their finale robbery, Marijin 
finally announced their grand finale - a daring raid 
on a ship docked at the National Maritime Museum. 
The target was a cache of weapons, including the 
legendary Klein HGK 21, a gun coveted by 
collectors and criminals alike. But Helena was livid. 
This heist violated their agreement with "the man," 
jeopardizing everything they'd built. It went against 
their deal with ‘the man’; the identity and name of 
this shadowy figure still evaded Mato. No matter 
how hard he tried, he could not find anything about 
this ‘man’ he spoke so secretly of. 
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A heated argument erupted between Marjin and 
Helena, exposing a deeper power struggle. Marijin, 
fueled by greed and ambition, dismissed her 
concerns. He knew she had been getting close to 
Mato, her loyalty wavering. Her fiery defiance only 
fueled his fury, and he ended the confrontation with 
a cruel ultimatum: complete the heist or face the 
consequences. 


Mato, privy to snippets of their fight, felt a surge 
of conflicting emotions. Helena's anger, while 
passionate, felt self-serving. Yet, her fear of "the 
man" hinted at a larger picture, a dangerous 
network she desperately wanted to escape. 


‘Was she truly an ally or just another pawn in a 
game more complex than he imagined?’ 


The night of the grand heist arrived, cloaking 
the National Maritime Museum in an inky silence. 
Helena and the band, their performance veiled in 
shadow, unleashed their hypnotic melody. Military 
personnel, investors, and wealthy patrons swayed, 
their minds surrendering to the siren song of greed 
and complacency. Immersed in Helena's magic, 
Mato watched with a grim determination, a lone 
wolf amidst a herd of oblivious sheep. 


Suddenly, two figures from the crew lunged at 
him, blades glinting in the moonlight. Their 
movements were precise, fueled by a cold 
calculation that sent shivers down Mato's spine. He 
recognized the telltale signs - Marijin's ruthless 
efficiency. A brutal dance ensued, a testament to 
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Mato's honed combat skills against their calculated 
violence. He disarmed them, leaving them writhing 
on the cobblestones, another wrench thrown into 
Marijin's meticulously planned operation. 


Did Marjin know his secret? 


Amidst the chaos, he witnessed a chilling scene. 
Undercovers were caught unaware and fell victim 
to the remaining crew members. The air grew thick 
with the tang of betrayal and the weight of 
responsibility. He was a one-person army, the last 
line of defense against a tide of greed and violence. 


He fought his way onto the vessel, the rhythmic 
hum of the engine a counterpoint to the frantic 
pounding of his heart. Panic clawed at him as he 
realized the ship was moving, not docked as 
planned. His breath hitched in his throat as he 
navigated the maze of corridors. There, sprawled 
on the deck, lay Helena, her once vibrant life 
extinguished. Her face, contorted in a silent 
scream, was a haunting portrait of a tragedy 
foretold. 


There laid the beautiful Helena, now just a 
drowned corpse. She looked as if a mermaid was 
trapped in a tormented nightmare. She could never 
escape her dormancy until Prince Charming was 
ready to take on the evil forces and save the day. 
In reality, this was no such outcome for my dear 
Helena. Hidden files and items were gathered. | left 
with an abrupt tranquility as my eyes glazed with 
such hatred.” 
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His path led him to the bridge, where Marijin 
awaited, a gun glinting in his hand. 


“She outlived her usefulness," Marijin snarled, 
his voice laced with a chilling mix of regret and cold 
resolve. "Her power was too dangerous, Tin. You 
know that. Once this heist was done, she would 
have turned on us and joined the TUD lapdogs." 


Ever the silent sentinel, Tin remained stoic, his 
piercing gaze fixed on Marijin. But a flicker of 
something unreadable - perhaps doubt, perhaps 
sorrow - crossed his normally impassive features. 


"She served her purpose," Marijin insisted, his 
voice turning desperate. "We used her voice to 
control them, to get the weapons. Remember why 
we're doing this, Tin! For revenge, for..." 


His words were cut short by a sharp crack that 
echoed through the confined space. With a 
swiftness that defied his imposing size, Tin had 
moved and fired. Marijin crumpled to the floor, a 
look of betrayal etched on his face. 


Stunned by the abrupt turn of events, Mato 
stared at Tin, heart pounding a frantic rhythm 
against his ribs. The air crackled with a tense 
silence, broken only by the rhythmic hum of the 
ship's engine and the labored breaths of the fallen 
Marijin. But Tin's chilling smile sent a wave of dread 
through Mato. 


Tin went mad and turned to face Mato, and the 
hulking bodyguard he had once seen standing 
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guard for Marijin, stoic and silent, had vanished. In 
his place stood something else. Tin's features 
contorted, no longer human but warped into a 
grotesque parody. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed in a 
wide, unnatural grin, his eyes burning with an 
otherworldly hunger. They weren't eyes you looked 
into. They were eyes that looked through you, 
chilling your soul with their alien gaze. 


Tin's transformation was unsettling, a mockery 
of human form. His features twisted and elongated, 
becoming something both familiar and alien. Sharp 
as obsidian, Fangs glinted in the dim light, and his 
eyes, once warm, now held an icy hunger that 
seemed to pierce through to your very core. This 
wasn't a man anymore, not truly. It was a vessel, a 
chilling echo of something primal that lurked in the 
shadows long before humanity walked the earth. 


Mato felt a primal fear grip him, bypassing 
thought and going straight to his core. It was like 
staring into the abyss, the abyss staring back, and 
recognizing the flicker of your own imminent 
demise reflected in its depths. This wasn't just a 
man gone mad. This was an entity wearing a 
human mask, a mask that was now cracking and 
peeling away, revealing the monstrous entity lying 
beneath. 


But the gleam in his eyes, predatory and cold, 
mirrored the echo Mato felt in his gut. A terrifying 
realization dawned on him. 
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"Tin," Mato started, his voice hoarse. "You knew 
Charles O." 


Tin's smile widened, stretching across his face 
like a grotesque mask. 


"Oh, | knew him well," he chuckled, a sound 
devoid of humor. "Remember ‘Operation Crimson'? 
The one where TUD sent him in blind, a pawn in 
their little game?" 


Mato felt a jolt of ice shoot through him. He and 
Charles O had been partners on that mission, a 
covert operation gone wrong. Charles didn't make 
it out. 


"You were..." he choked out, the words thick 
and bitter on his tongue. 


"There," Tin gestured toward the lifeless Marijin, 
a glint of something dark flashing in his eyes. "You 
see, TUD agents are all the same. Pawns in a 
bigger game, used and discarded when their 
usefulness expires." 


A guttural roar ripped from Tin's throat, and he 
lunged like a predator unleashed. Mato barely 
dodged the monstrous swipe, scrambling back as 
the bridge echoed with the clang of metal against 
metal. He drew his gun, the weight of it a cold 
comfort against the inhuman strength and speed 
his opponent possessed. 


Bullets flew, spitting sparks off Tin's seemingly 
impervious form. The air crackled with the acrid 
scent of gunpowder, but Tin kept coming, his 
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laughter echoing maniacally through the confined 
space. Each blow Mato landed seemed to fuel his 
rage, his movements becoming more erratic, more 
deadly. 


Mato knew he had to escape. The ship, thrown 
off course by the chaos, lurched violently, alarms 
blaring their mournful warnings. With a final, 
desperate shot, he created a momentary opening 
and sprinted towards the lifeboat. 


Tin was on him instantly, his massive hand 
grasping Mato's shoulder with a crushing grip. They 
grappled at the edge of the open bay, the ocean 
churning hungrily below. 


His fight-or-flight instincts screamed at Mato. He 
lunged for his gun, the metal cold against his 
clammy palm. The first shot went wide, Tin's 
inhuman reflexes already anticipating the move. 
The second shot sparked against his chest, leaving 
a smoking scorch mark but no wound. Tin's 
laughter morphed into a guttural roar, his smile 
stretching predatorily wide. 


"Bullets are for the weak," he snarled, 
advancing with terrifying speed. Mato dodged a 
blow that would have shattered his ribs, adrenaline 
coursing through his veins. He had to escape, but 
the lifeboat seemed miles away. 


As Tin lunged again, his eyes locked on Mato's. 
In that fleeting moment, something flickered within 
their depths, a recognition, a chilling echo. 
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"Charles O, you know your little friend?" Tin 
rasped, his voice distorted by a strange echo. "A 
friend of mine. | led him to his demise at a different 
time and game." 


Mato's blood ran cold. OC, his colleague, the 
man who had led the last mission he had gone on 
with Nicholson, was killed by an unseen hand. Now, 
the killer stood before him, revealing a connection 
he couldn't fathom. His mind reeled, but his body 
reacted instinctively. He brought his knee up, 
connecting with Tin's groin with a sickening crunch. 


The roar that followed was more animal than 
human. Tin doubled over, momentarily 
incapacitated. Mato seized the opportunity, 
scrambling towards the lifeboat. But before he 
could clamber in, Tin's hand shot out, fingers like 
steel talons. He grabbed Mato's ankle, dragging 
him back with ease. "The game isn't over, TUD 
agent," Tin snarled, his voice regaining its chilling 
composure. "The Coyote has plans for you and me, 
just like the plans he had for Charles O..." 


"Who is this Coyote that you keep speaking of? 
OC didn’t die at the hands of some animal. It was a 
plan specially orchestrated to lure him. It was the 
spies,” Mato spat, struggling against Tin’s grip. 


Tin chuckled, a dark, humorless sound. 


"An animal? Oh, | am much worse. The Coyote is 
a force, an ancient hunger unleashed upon the 
world. | need pawns, agents of chaos, to sow 
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discord and destruction. Charles O fits the bill 
perfectly with his thirst for power and hidden 
talents." 


Tin's words sent a shiver down Mato's spine. He 
remembered whispers amongst veterans, tales of a 
shadowy entity manipulating events from the 
unseen corners of the world. Was the Coyote the 
orchestrator of all their suffering, losses, and near- 
deaths? 


"And me?" Mato rasped, his voice tight with fear 
and anger. "What does the Coyote want with me?" 


Tin's smile widened, his eyes gleaming with a 
predatory glint. 


"You, TUD agent, are something special. You 
have potential, untapped abilities the Coyote sees 
great use for. | need the chaos, and you... well, let's 
just say you have the skills to deliver it in spades." 


He paused, his smile widening further. 


"You are all just pawns, playing our parts in a 
much larger dance." 


Mato didn't have time to decipher Tin's riddles. 
The hull lurched violently again, throwing him off 
balance. He scrambled for cover, bracing himself as 
the world tilted its axis. The deafening screech of 
metal tearing sent a jolt through him, followed by 
an explosion that rocked the ship to its core. 


Fire erupted, painting the night sky in an orange 
inferno. Smoke billowed, acrid and choking, filling 
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his lungs with each desperate gasp. Debris rained 
down, transforming the deck into a treacherous 
obstacle course. Through the haze, he saw Tin 
silhouetted against the flames, his form strangely 
still amidst the carnage. 


Suddenly, Sue's voice crackled through his 
earpiece, her tone frantic. 


"Mato, get out of there! The ship's breaking 
apart!” 


But escape seemed impossible. The flames 
danced closer, the oppressive heat searing his skin. 
The deck tilted further, the once sturdy vessel 
transforming into a twisted metal grave. 


Just as despair threatened to consume him, he 
spotted the lifeboat, precariously dangling from its 
davits. Hope flickered, fragile but persistent. He 
sprinted towards it with a burst of adrenaline, 
dodging falling debris and leaping over gaping 
holes. 


Reaching the davits, he fumbled with the 
release mechanism, his hands slick with sweat and 
grime. It felt like an eternity before the lifeboat 
splashed into the water, the impact jolting him to 
his core. 


He scrambled in, pulling himself onto the small 
craft just as the burning ship split in two, its fiery 
carcass sinking into the depths with a monstrous 
groan. Exhausted, he slumped against the 
lifeboat’s side, watching the flames die down, 
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leaving behind only an oily slick and the stench of 
burnt metal. 


Grief washed over him, heavy and suffocating. 
Helena was lost to the depths along with Tin and 
whatever secrets they held. Yet, amidst the sorrow, 
a spark of defiance ignited within him. He wouldn’t 
let their deaths be in vain. 


“Sue,” he rasped into his earpiece, his voice 
rough with emotion. “I need intel. Who is Abel 
Klein? And what the hell was Tin talking about?” 


Sue had hacked into the vessel’s systems and 
only returned with one word: Abel Klien. Everything 
else had been wiped clean from the servers. 


A tense silence followed, and then Sue’s voice 
came through, laced with a newfound urgency. 


"| managed to hack into the ship's surveillance 
before it went down. There's definitely something 
strange about Tin and this Abel Klein... he's 
connected, Mato. | don't know how, but he's the 
key. Get to safety, but don't stop there. This rabbit 
hole goes deeper than you think." 


“Mato was robbed from love, robbed from a 
brief happiness, a belief of happiness, to farewell to 
Helena.” 
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Chapter 10: The Magician 
The Tactician 


“I met her when | was young, and although she 
was old, the Changing Woman, Asdzáá Nadleehi, 
retained her beauty, captivating me. She shared 
stories about her life: created by the Holy People 
from turquoise and abalone shell, found as an 
infant, and raised by First Man and First Woman.” 


“I remember when you were born, Figueroa; 
she was there, a young woman about to give birth, 
recognized by the tribe as Asdzaa. She blessed our 
people when you arrived, staying until you could 
walk. She spoke of your father, chosen by the 
Unseen for his high rank, to father you.” 


In a lavishly decorated tribal room, Figueroa sat 
surrounded by lit ritual candles; before him sat 
Winona, an older native American Voodoo Lady 
who was well connected with nature and was 
known for being able to put people in a trance ora 
state of hypnosis for the rest of their lives. 


Her presence filled the room with a quiet 
dignity. Her attire bore the marks of her heritage, 
adorned with intricate beadwork and feathers that 
whispered of ancient wisdom. Her gaze, deep and 
clear as a mountain stream, held the secrets of the 
wind and the whispers of the earth. 
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An aura of power emanated from her, not from 
any sinister magic but from a deep understanding 
of the natural world and its unseen forces. 


Figueroa, driven by a thirst for control and 
insatiable curiosity, had delved into the forbidden 
depths of witchcraft. He spoke of technology as 
magic, of virtual realms as gateways to other 
worlds. His words held a hint of mockery, a 
challenge to the ancient knowledge Winona 
embodied. "Your ancestors," Figueroa leaned 
forward, his tone laced with curiosity. "They spoke 
of spirits, of dreams that held power. Is that not 
akin to what you call witchcraft?" 


Winona's gaze, deep as an ancient well, held 
his. 

"There is a difference, Mr. Figueroa. Our 
traditions respect the delicate balance between the 
seen and unseen. Witchcraft, as you call it, often 
seeks to bend that balance to one's will." 


"And what of your will, Winona?" Figueroa 
pressed, amusement flickering in his eyes. "Do you 
not seek to influence the dreams of your people, to 
guide them towards a better path?" 


"We guide," she corrected, her voice firm. "Not 
control. We nudge, we suggest, but ultimately, the 
choice lies with the individual." 


Figueroa chuckled, a hollow sound that echoed 
in the stillness. 
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"And what of technology, your ladyship? Does it 
not bend the world to our will? Do virtual realms 
not offer escape, control over simulated realities?" 


"Technology," Winona’ replied, her voice 
thoughtful. "Is a tool. Like fire, it can be used for 
warmth or destruction. The choice, again, lies with 
the wielder." 


Figueroa looked at Winona. His eyes steeled in 
resolve as he thought back to the first words she 
had said to him as soon as he sat down in the 
strange room. 


Winona's expression had hardened. A flicker of 
regret momentarily clouded her eyes. "I understand 
your concern, Mr. Figueroa," she replied, her voice 
measured yet laced with an underlying authority. 
“However, certain matters don’t fall under my 
purview. Your daughter's path diverged from the 
one intended for her." 


His blood had almost turned to ice. 


"Diverged?" he echoed, his voice barely a 
whisper. "What does that even mean?" 


"There are forces at play beyond your 
comprehension, Mr. Figueroa," she continued. Her 
words were laced with cryptic vagueness. "Forces 
that weave destinies far grander than you can 
imagine." 


A cold fury had ignited within him. 
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"My daughter is not a pawn in some cosmic 
game!" he roared, his voice shaking with barely 
restrained rage. "Tell me. What happened to her?" 


Winona remained impassive. Her gaze had not 
wavered. 


“| already lost my wife and son to people who 
consider themselves Gods, who think that they are 
self-proclaimed shepherds, herding humanity 
toward an uncertain future under the guise of 
benevolence. They are the only ones who can wield 
power. | will no longer be silent and have my 
daughter become another pawn in their games. | 
will not tolerate the suffering of innocents at the 
hands of self-proclaimed gods. So | will ask you 
again what happened to her?” 


"I cannot," she stated simply. "But | can tell you 
that her tragic choice had far-reaching 
consequences. Consequences that reverberate 
even now." 


Figueroa had staggered back, the revelation 
hitting him like a physical blow. Helena, gone. Not 
lost, not missing, but gone by choice, a choice 
manipulated by unseen hands. He pictured her 
vibrant spirit, her infectious laughter, now 
extinguished by this shadowy power play. 


And now he sat here, contemplating revenge, 
when Helena’s smiling face flashed through his 
mind and sealed his resolve. 
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The air crackled with unspoken thoughts. 
Figueroa leaned back, his previous amusement 
replaced by a glint of steel in his eyes. 


“And what of control, Winona? What if | offered 
you a proposition, a chance to exert control over 
the minds of others, not through nudges and 
suggestions, but through a more... direct method?" 


Intrigued despite his skepticism, Winona raised 
an eyebrow. 


"What kind of method, Mr. Figueroa?" 


"A sleep spell," he revealed, his voice dropping 
to a conspiratorial whisper. "Imagine agents whose 
minds are malleable, their dreams under my 
influence. Think of the power, the control..." 


A tremor of unease passed through Winona. The 
power he sought was ancient, potent, and 
demanded respect, not domination. To use it as a 
tool of control, a leash for another's mind, was a 
transgression of the sacred. 


"The power you seek," she began, her voice 
measured. "Is not a toy. It is a force as old as the 
stars and demands respect, not control.” 


Figueroa scoffed, his impatience evident. 


"Respect? Winona, | offer you wealth beyond 
your wildest dreams. What more could you desire?" 


Her gaze held his steady, unwavering. 
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"More than wealth, Mr. Figueroa," she declared, 
"| desire balance.” 


Figueroa stared back at her. 


Winona sighed, a deep, mournful sound that 
resonated through the chamber. She knew then 
that his path was already chosen. She agreed to his 
request with a heavy heart, not out of greed or 
coercion, but out of a desperate hope to mitigate 
the damage she foresaw. 


This was not their first encounter. She had 
known Figueroa when he was young, and over the 
years, he had been coming to her for help with this 
and that, but he had never once asked something 
this big of her, yet she couldn’t help but oblige. 


"Figueroa," she began, her voice seasoned with 
age and unspoken truths. "Remember the stories 
your parents told you? Your father, the Apache TUD 
agent, and your mother, the shaman they called 
‘The Unknown,’ the witch with telekinetic whispers 
on her tongue?" 


Figueroa shifted, a flicker of recognition igniting 
in his eyes. He recalled his parents’ tales, 
fragments of a hidden world, of powers dancing just 
beyond human grasp. Yet, he'd always dismissed 
them as bedtime fantasies, figments of a childhood 
yearning for escape. "They called them 'The Known' 
and 'The Unknown,'" Winona continued, her voice 
gaining strength. "Together, they walked a 
tightrope between worlds, balancing the scales of 
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order and chaos. Your father, with his unwavering 
logic and dedication to justice, and your mother, 
with her intuitive touch and unseen abilities." 


A jolt of unease coursed through Figueroa. He 
remembered whispers about his mother's lineage, 
murmurs of Cherokee shamans, and forbidden 
magic. He'd always scoffed, attributing it to his 
father's overactive imagination, a yearning for a 
more fantastical life. 


"Your mother and | shared a bond, an 
understanding of the forces that weave the fabric 
of existence." 


She paused, letting the weight of her words 
settle. 


"And in you, even as a child, | saw a flicker of 
both your parents. The analytical mind of your 
father and the potent, untamed energy of your 
mother, a wildfire waiting to be ignited." 


“| don’t care, as long as their inheritance helps 
me out in life. Analytical skills and my mother’s 
wildfire are of no use to me if | can’t avenge my 
daughter’s murder,” he replied. “This is why I need 
you to tell me everything you know about this 
Coyote figure everyone has been whispering 
about.” 


After a moment of silence, he repeated, "The 
Coyote," he spat, the word heavy with accusation. 
"Tell me everything." 
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"The Illuminati sought influence, a nudge in the 
right direction for their agenda. And the Coyote..." 
she trailed off, searching Figueroa's hardened 
features. 


"A trickster, a weaver of fate," Figueroa finished 
grimly. "They used it to manipulate events, to pave 
the way for their own gain." 


Winona nodded, her gaze dropping. 


"| was tasked with facilitating the ritual, 
channeling the Coyote's energy. It 
was...unorthodox, even for them. The creature is 
ancient, powerful, and unpredictable." 


A tense silence descended. Figueroa's mind 
raced, piecing together the fragments of truth. 
Helena's "choice," her tragic fate, had all been a 
twisted game, and he unknowingly was a pawn. 


"And what of Helena?" he finally asked, his voice 
laced with despair. "Was her death part of the 
plan?" 

Winona flinched. 

"No," she whispered, her voice trembling. "The 
ritual was meant to influence, not control. Her 


death was an unintended consequence, a twist of 
fate the Coyote could not foresee." 


Figueroa's grief morphed into a burning rage 
hotter than any fire. He wouldn't let his daughter's 
death be a mere footnote in their power struggle. 
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"Tell me how to reach them," he demanded, his 
voice a growl. "The Illuminati, the ones who played 
with lives like pawns. And there's been a change of 
plans, so I will need that sleeping spell tonight." 


Winona's eyes widened in alarm. 


"It's not that simple, Mr. Figueroa. They are 
powerful, and the Coyote's magic is...messy. It 
leaves traces, and they will know you're coming." 


“| don’t care,” he spat out. 


KKK 


Figueroa watched Sue flicker on the screen, her 
once-perfect features distorting like a cracked 
mirror. The sleep spell, laced with Winona's ancient 
magic, had begun its work. It wasn't just her 
agents' minds she controlled anymore, but the very 
fabric of this artificial being. 


The Tower card, a harbinger of chaos and 
upheaval, materialized in his hand, a_ physical 
manifestation of his grief and rage. Chanting words 
taught by Winona, he wove threads of vengeance 
into the digital realm. 


The room pulsed with unseen energy. The Fool, 
representing new beginnings, danced with the 
Death card, symbolizing the end of Sue's reign. 
Hierophant, the embodiment of wisdom, merged 
with the Star, a beacon of hope, guiding Winona as 
she channeled her power. 


239 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


Sue's virtual world shuddered. Glitches morphed 
into monstrous figures, the Hanged Man and the 
Devil, their forms birthed from Figueroa's darkest 
desires. They attacked Sue, not with code, but with 
nightmares given form. 


Figueroa's vision sharpened. He saw beyond 
Sue, penetrating the complex network behind her, 
a web of control stretching across the globe like the 
tendrils of a colossal spider. 


The dark and primal magic pulsed in his veins as 
the sleep spell, laced with Winona's arcane wisdom, 
tightened its grip on the Al. It wasn't just Sue's 
agents anymore; it was her essence, her code 
itself, twisting under the spell's influence. 


The Tower card shimmered in his hand, starkly 
reflecting the chaos he unleashed. Each syllable of 
the chanted words, taught by Winona in shadowed 
whispers, weaved a tapestry of vengeance within 
the digital world. The air crackled with unseen 
energy, a dance of cosmic forces drawn into the 
fray. 


The virtual world convulsed as Sue's 
meticulously crafted reality fractured. Glitches, 
once insignificant blips, coalesced into monstrous 
figures, birthed from Figueroa's deepest rage. The 
Hanged Man, suspended in torment, mirrored Sue's 
impending fate. The Devil’s eyes, burning with 
malevolent desire, embodied the darkness fueling 
their vengeance. 
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These phantoms, woven from code and 
nightmares, assaulted Sue not with lines of code 
but with the visceral terror of her fears. With a final 
surge of magic, Figueroa severed the connections. 
The tendrils of the web frayed and then snapped, 
releasing a wave of darkness. 


“| have the name,” he heard Winona’s voice 
behind him. 


She stood there with a slight smile on her face, 
“Abel Klien.” 


With a snap of her fingers, the spell she was 
weaving as Figueroa fought his way against Sue 
was completed, and all the agents inside the 
agency who had started to feel the drowsiness of 
the spell fell into a deep hypnosis. 
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Chapter 11: In Pursuit of a 
Killer with a Mumble Tone 
Ranger 


The squeal of tires screeching down a dusty 
road echoed in Mato's ears, ripping him from the 
present and dragging him back into the suffocating 
heat of his past. The image of the road ahead 
blurred, replaced by the relentless glare of the 
Brazilian sun beating down on his fourteen-year-old 
self. 


Sweat beaded on Mato's brow as he crouched 
behind a crumbling adobe wall, the rhythmic 
pounding of his heart a drumbeat against the chaos 
around him. Across the dusty plaza, a frenzy 
unfolded. Once a scrawny kid with a mop of unruly 
hair, Grover was now a terrifying specter. His face 
contorted in a feral grin as he swung his machete 
with bloodthirsty abandon. 


Grover had always been different. Even as 
scared, scrawny recruits thrust into this brutal 
world, there was a glint in his eyes, a chilling lack 
of fear bordering on something darker. Now, that 
darkness had fully bloomed, transforming him into 
a monster and leading the other child soldiers down 
a path of savagery. 


Their mission, initially a simple patrol through 
this remote South American town, had spiraled into 
chaos. The initial fear and confusion of the other 
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child soldiers with them had morphed into screams 
of terror as Grover, reveling in the power he 
wielded, began a spree of violence. Mato, his 
stomach churning with a blend of nausea and 
dread, knew he had to stop him. 


He watched, heart hammering, as Grover 
cornered a chubby young boy, his eyes wide with 
terror. In a flash, Grover raised his machete, the 
glint of metal catching the afternoon sun. Mato 
couldn't stand by any longer. 


He burst from his cover with a guttural yell, 
adrenaline surging through his veins. He tackled 
Grover, the impact sending them both sprawling in 
the dirt. A primal struggle ensued, a desperate 
dance of life and death. Fueled by a desperate 
need to protect the innocent, Mato fought with a 
ferocity he didn't know he possessed. 


But Grover, seemingly fueled by his bloodlust, 
was relentless. He landed a blow, the searing pain 
sending a jolt through Mato's arm. But Mato 
refused to yield. He lunged forward, the momentum 
sending them teetering on the edge of a crumbling 
stone wall overlooking a churning waterfall. 


Their eyes locked in a silent battle of wills. At 
that moment, Mato saw not the monster but his 
friend, the scared boy beneath the mask of 
savagery. But it was fleeting. A flicker of something 
dark passed through Grover's eyes, and with a 
chilling laugh, he shoved Mato with surprising 
strength. 
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Mato tumbled over the edge, the world 
becoming a dizzying blur of sky and rushing water. 
He braced for the impact, but it never came. He 
snagged on a gnarled tree root jutting out from the 
cliff face, dangling precariously above the churning 
torrent. 


Above, Grover's laughter echoed down, laced 
with a triumphant edge. 


"Thought you could stop me, little bro?" he 
sneered, his voice dripping with malice. "You'll join 
the rest of them soon enough!" 


The world spun for Mato, a dizzying blur of sky, 
rock, and the churning white fury of the waterfall 
below. His grip on the gnarled root tightened 
instinctively, the only thing anchoring him to 
reality. The air rushed past him, a deafening roar 
filling his ears. He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing 
for the inevitable impact. 


But it never came. 


He cracked open an eye, expecting the bone- 
crushing collision with the water, but instead, he 
found himself hanging precariously suspended mid- 
air. A wave of nausea washed over him as he saw 
the ground far below, a dizzying distance away. 
Panic clawed at his throat. 


‘How was this possible? I fell, didn't 1?’ 


Then, a choked gasp cut through the roar of the 
waterfall. Above him, Grover teetered on the edge, 
his eyes wide with disbelief. In his hand, a glint of 


244 


AGE 


metal - not the familiar glint of his machete, but 
the unmistakable sheen of a gun. 


Mato's heart hammered in his chest. Grover had 
shot him. He looked down, wincing at the searing 
pain in his shoulder, a crimson bloom spreading 
across his sleeve. The world tilted dangerously 
around him. 


But before he could succumb to the pain and 
contusion, a primal scream ripped through the air. 
Grover, his balance lost, toppled backward with a 
desperate flailing of limbs. The gun clattered 
uselessly to the ground, swallowed by the churning 
water below. 


Mato watched, his breath hitching in his throat, 
as the monster that was Grover plummeted toward 
the unforgiving rocks at the waterfall's base. A 
sickening crunch echoed up, followed by an 
unsettling silence. The only sound was the 
relentless roar of the water, claiming its latest 
victim. 

Mato shook his head, clear of all thoughts about 
his past. 


His sleek motorcycle, a chrome marvel with 
hints of a future yet to come, turned heads as he 
roared down the highway. Caught off guard by its 
unfamiliar design, State Troopers mistook it for an 
extraterrestrial visitor momentarily. Mato, a 
seasoned traveler, found a certain solace in these 
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long road trips. But this journey held a different 
weight. 


Returning to his hometown stirred a well of 
nostalgia within him. He was weary, a warrior 
forged in the fires of many generations steeped in 
military service. His very heritage, while the 
bedrock of his identity, had culminated in his 
current role - an agent of the Unseen Division, 
rising among their ranks to become their most 
skilled arguably. 


The wide-open southern highways held a 
peculiar charm for Mato. They were the same roads 
where he'd first tasted freedom, learning to ride 
with the wind in his hair. He remembered life 
before the Unseen, a time filled with vast 
landscapes and a sense of unbound possibility. 


Theirs was a family of soldiers, a lineage forged 
in the crucible of battle. From his great- 
grandfather, a hardened veteran, to his 
grandfather, a stoic commander, and finally, his 
father, a decorated officer, war was woven into the 
fabric of Mato's heritage. Yet, Mato's spirit was far 
from belligerent. He was an adventurer, a dreamer, 
his adventurous spirit yearning for something 
beyond the confines of his military lineage. 


"Grandfather," Mato whispered, his voice barely 
audible over the crackling flames. "Tell me again 
about your grandfather, the General." 
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A smile etched with the lines of a life lived in 
service tugged at the corners of the older man's 
lips. 


"He was a legend, my boy," he began, his voice 
low and rumbling. "A man who led his men through 
hellfire and brought them back, leaving behind 
nothing but his unwavering loyalty and a trail of 
broken enemies." 


Young Mato listened, his eyes wide with 
fascination, as his grandfather recounted tales of 
bravery, sacrifice, and the unyielding spirit running 
deep in their family lineage. 


Across the fire, Mato's father, a broad- 
shouldered man with a _ salt-and-pepper beard, 
listened intently, his expression unreadable. He had 
seen the horrors firsthand, the scars etched not just 
on his body but also on his soul. Mato longed to see 
his father in a different light, not just as a 
decorated officer but as a man who had grappled 
with the weight of his choices. 


"He wasn't just a legend, though," his father 
interjected, his voice gruff but gentle. "He was a 
man, just like you and me. He saw the horrors of 
war firsthand, the loss of comrades, the suffering of 
innocents. It weighed heavily on him, but he never 
wavered in his duty." 


Mato's father's words resonated with him. He 
yearned for adventure, but a seed of doubt had 
been planted. He understood the romanticized 
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image of war he'd built in his mind, fueled by 
stories and movies, was far from the harsh reality 
his family knew all too well. 


"But war isn't just about glory and medals, son," 
his father continued, his voice low and serious. "It's 
about making tough choices, living with the 
consequences, and carrying the burden of 
responsibility. It's about seeing the darkness within 
men and still choosing to fight for what's right." 


Mato pondered his father's words, a struggle 
unfolding within him. The thrill of adventure still 
beckoned, but now it was intertwined with a 
newfound sense of responsibility. He didn't want to 
inherit just the legacy of his family's valor but also 
the understanding of its cost. 


"So why do we fight, then?" Mato asked his 
voice barely a whisper, seeking an answer and a 
deeper understanding. 


His grandfather chuckled, a deep rumble that 
seemed to emanate from the very core of his 
being. "We fight because sometimes, there's no 
other choice. We fight to protect those who can't 
protect themselves and stand up for our beliefs, 
even when the odds are stacked against us. We 
fight for peace, even though war seems like the 
only constant." 


Years later, the military camp became Mato's 
playground. He'd climb over training obstacles, 
pretend to shoot imaginary enemies with a wooden 
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rifle, and weave elaborate stories of covert 
missions under the watchful eyes of his father's 
soldiers. But despite the thrill of the simulated 
battles, a different yearning tugged at his heart. 


At fourteen, fuelled by a naive desire for 
adventure and a romanticized image of war 
gleaned from whispered stories and smuggled 
comic books, Mato decided to alter his life forever. 
Armed with a tattered Spanish phrasebook and a 
backpack filled with stolen provisions, he ran away, 
his heart pounding with a mixture of fear and 
excitement, following a dream that promised an 
escape from the confines of his lineage. 


Mato started learning Spanish at a young age, 
fueled by a desire to forge his path. This newfound 
language became his passport, leading him to run 
away from home impulsively at the tender age of 
fourteen with dreams of becoming a child soldier in 
the jungles of Brazil. Naive and idealistic, he joined 
a paramilitary unit, believing he was aligning 
himself with a righteous cause. 


He had crossed the border into the lion’s den, 
drawn by tales of a rebel group fighting for what he 
believed was a righteous cause. He found himself in 
a dimly lit room, surrounded by teenagers 
hardened beyond their years, their eyes filled with 
a chilling mix of fear and defiance. A tall, lanky boy 
stood before them, his features twisted in a cruel 
smile. He spoke in rapid Spanish, his words laced 
with a venomous edge. 
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Despite the fear gnawing at him, Mato 
understood enough to know he'd entered a world 
far different from the romanticized image he'd 
painted in his mind. This wasn't a grand adventure; 
it was a harsh reality he was ill-prepared for. He'd 
stumbled into the lion's den, and the predator, 
cloaked in the guise of a teenager, was already 
sizing him up. 


The harsh realities of war quickly shattered his 
romanticized vision. The conditions were brutal, 
and the older commanders treated the young 
soldiers with callous disregard. Among them stood 
out a particularly sadistic teenager, feared yet 
strangely charismatic. He was a shadow, a predator 
cloaked in human form. While the other young 
soldiers cowered under his gaze, Mato, though 
intimidated, found a spark of defiance within him. 
But then he had run away from it all and found 
himself in The Unseen Division's hands; his life had 
changed drastically. 


The whine of the motorcycle engine cut through 
the air like a rhythmic counterpoint to Mato's 
introspective thoughts. The powerful machine was 
supposed to be a symbol of freedom. Yet, today, it 
felt more like a burden, carrying him back to a 
home he barely recognized. 


He recounted the events of his past, the hunger 
for adventure turning into a brutal reality as a child 
soldier in Brazil. He remembered the harsh training, 
the fear, the camaraderie formed amidst the chaos. 
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He remembered the hunger pangs that gnawed 
at him constantly, the ever-present exhaustion that 
weighed down his limbs. He remembered the 
whip's sting, the searing pain of punishment for 
even the slightest misstep. Each day was a test, a 
brutal crucible that chipped away at his innocence, 
replacing it with a hardened shell of survival 
instincts. 


Yet, amidst the horrors, there were fleeting 
moments of camaraderie. Shared glances of fear 
and defiance exchanged with other child soldiers 
and whispered jokes during stolen moments of rest. 
They were islands of humanity in a sea of cruelty, a 
fragile reminder of the boys they once were. 


Mato wrestled with the guilt of his actions. He 
hadn't been a monster like some of the older boys, 
reveling in the violence. But he had participated, a 
cog in the brutal machine of war. He had seen 
things - atrocities committed by both sides - that 
would forever scar his soul. Mato sighed, the weight 
of his past pressing down on him. The late 
afternoon sun dipped below the horizon, casting 
long shadows across the dusty highway as Mato 
roared into his hometown on his high-powered 
motorcycle. The familiar sights and smells triggered 
a kaleidoscope of cherished and painful memories 
from his childhood. He pulled up in front of the 
quaint brick building that housed the local police 
station, a lump forming in his throat. 
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As he dismounted, the station door swung open, 
revealing a broad-shouldered figure in a deputy's 
uniform. A grin split the man's face as he 
recognized Mato. 


"Mato! Is that really you?" Deputy Ramiro 
boomed, his voice laced with disbelief and joy. 


Mato chuckled, the tension easing from his 
shoulders. 


"Hey, Ramiro. Long time no see." 


They embraced, a mixture of backslaps and 
laughter filling the air. Years may have passed, 
etching lines on their faces and adding a touch of 
gray to Ramiro's hair, but their bond remained 
strong. 


Inside the station, amidst the familiar clatter of 
keyboards and hushed conversations, they settled 
into a corner booth, catching up on lost time. 
Ramiro inquired about Mato's family, travels, and 
life beyond the small town. 


Mato, in turn, listened intently as Ramiro spoke 
of his wife, their children, and the challenges of 
maintaining law and order in a world increasingly 
plagued by cartel violence. 


Suddenly, the peace was shattered by the shrill 
ring of the station phone. Ramiro answered, his 
face swiftly turning grim as he listened intently. He 
hung up, his brow furrowed. 
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"There's been some trouble at the old Morales’ 
farm on the outskirts of town," he explained, his 
voice tight. "Seems like a possible cartel shootout. 
They need all available deputies on scene." 


Mato felt a flicker of unease crawling up his 
spine. 


"Cartel shootouts here? That's new." 
Ramiro nodded grimly. 


"These past few months, things have gotten 
rough. Cartels are using small towns like ours as 
battlegrounds, fighting for territory and control of 
smuggling routes." 


They hopped into Ramiro's patrol car, the 
flashing lights painting the darkened roads with 
streaks of red and blue. As they sped towards the 
farm, Ramiro filled Mato in on the details of the 
ongoing conflict. His voice was laced with 
frustration and worry. 


Upon reaching the scene, they found a chaotic 
tableau. Yellow police tape cordoned off a section 
of the dusty road, flashing lights illuminating the 
grim scene. A sense of foreboding hung heavy in 
the air, punctuated by the hushed murmur of 
officers and the distant wail of approaching sirens. 


Mato’s mind raced. Out here, it was usually 
dealers, their muscle, the occasional mercenary, or 
a soldier like him, just trying to do the right thing. 
Figuring out who he was wouldn't be too hard, 
though. 
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Like a statue, he remained motionless, rifle 
aimed at the ground just below the overturned 
Humvee. His movement mirrored the shadow 
falling on me from a tall, slender figure 
approaching. He paused, then took a slow step 
forward, his rifle steady at Mato’s abdomen. The 
distinctive click of a safety disengaging sent shivers 
down Mato’s spine. Any movement, even a twitch, 
would be a death sentence. 


His voice, a low monotone, rumbled across the 
sand. 


"How many weapons do you have? That holster 
in the Humvee got a shotgun in it?" 


The shadow of the man stretched and forced 
Mato to turn slowly to check if it was Soldado 
Muerte's men; their introduction would be swift and 
final. But there was something different about this 
man. There was no aggression, no threats, yet 
Mato could sense the weight of past kills hanging 
heavy in the air. 


As he drew closer, Mato noticed a limp in his 
gait, his right leg braced and stiff. It made him 
stand awkwardly, his gut protruding beneath a 
worn uniform. He seemed young, too young to 
carry the weary weight of his position. 


"Just a few more weeks before this shit's over," 
he mumbled, his voice strained. 
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He forced himself closer, his rifle never 
wavering. He saw what | wasn't - your typical 
desert scum. 


"Hitman?" he asked bluntly. 
"No," | replied simply. 

"Then why all the firepower?" 
"It's a long story." 


"Well, talk. We got time, but trust isn't 
something we have a lot of in these parts." 


Mato laid down his weapon, anything that could 
be perceived as a threat, anything that kept his 
rifle pointed at the ranger's chest. Something in his 
gut, in his eyes, told Mato that he held a sliver of 
honesty. Even with all the weapons gone, his grip 
on the rifle tightened. 


“Easy there, buddy,” Mato said calmly. “Relax 
for a second.” 


"Huaman, date of birth March 21, 1981, wanted 
for... possible involvement in over 25 murders,” the 
ranger said as if repeating something he had 
memorized by memory. “The man who wears a 
crimson bandana that holds back a mop of dark 
hair perpetually dusted with desert sand, always in 
the same uniform: a sleeveless, ripped, and stained 
shirt that shows off the intricate network of faded 
tattoos. Lean frame, taut corded muscles covered 
in scars. Man looks like something straight out of a 
nightmare with his cold, unsettling eyes and his 
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whereabouts, always unknown, possible 
involvement with the Cartel. All government 
documents have been buried; the only remaining 
information calls him a child soldier. Do you know 
this monster? You like you would get along well 
with him with those blades that you have on you.” 


The ranger looked at Mato, his grip tightening 
further. He swallowed a wave of anger and resisted 
the urge to lunge. He reacted in a flash, the rifle 
dropping to his side as he slammed the butt of his 
shotgun into Mato’s chest, knocking the wind out of 
him. 


"There you go, running wild from town to town," 
the ranger's voice echoed in his ears, laced with 
disgust. "A free agent, a madman, a killer, and a 
nut. Town’s too rural to clean up your mess after 
you leave a trail of bodies with those double 
blades." 


Mato stood there, gasping for breath, as the sun 
dipped below the horizon. The ranger stood next to 
him, calm and collected. Mato’s wrists were bound, 
not with cuffs, but with rough wire. Again, he 
couldn’t deny his sincerity. 


“You gotta let me go,” he croaked out. 


“Sorry, son,” the ranger replied, his voice softer 
now. “From your own words, this killer sounds like a 
real menace.” 


He glanced at the darkening sky, then tipped his 
hat. 
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"You were right about the killer. And because of 
that, | want you to help me with this." 


And he took him to the church. 


As they approached the center of the crime 
scene, Mato’s eyes widened in horror at the 
gruesome sight before him. Bodies lay strewn 
across the ground, victims of a brutal gunfight. But 
it was a symbol etched on the chest of one of the 
deceased that sent a jolt of icy fear through Mato. It 
was the same symbol, the same mark of death, 
that haunted him from his nightmarish past as a 
child soldier. 


Mato's breath hitched, his gaze locked on the 
symbol. The long-buried past surged back with 
brutal clarity, threatening to drown him in a wave 
of dark memories. He felt a hand on his shoulder, 
Ramiro's concerned gaze meeting his. 


In that silent exchange, a question hung heavy. 


‘Was this just a terrible coincidence, or had my 
past come back to haunt me in the most 
unexpected way?’ 


This was Grover’s sign, his childhood villain, the 
only thing still haunting his nightmares. 


“You know the symbol?” the ranger asked 
Mato. 


Mato swallowed, the metallic tang of blood still 
lingering in his mouth. He nodded curtly, the 
memory of the gruesome scene at the abandoned 


257 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


church flashing before his eyes. Eight bodies were 
sprawled across the dusty floor, their faces 
contorted in silent screams. The stench of death 
hung heavy in the air, a suffocating shroud that 
clung to Mato even now. 


The ranger's gaze flicked to the ground, his 
boots kicking at a stray pebble. 


"Eight in total," he muttered, his voice low and 
heavy. "All found near that damned church. Cartel 
related, for sure, but..." 


He trailed off, his eyes narrowing as they landed 
on a faint crimson stain on the sand. Mato followed 
his gaze, his stomach clenching. There, etched in 
the blood-soaked sand, was a symbol he 
recognized too well - a twisted sigil. 


The ranger remained silent momentarily, his 
grip tightening on the rifle slung across his 
shoulder. Then, a flicker of something dark and raw 
ignited in his eyes - a potent mix of anger and 
grief. 


"Partner of mine," he finally rasped, his voice 
thick with emotion. "Year ago. Same symbol. Same 
damn cartel." 


Mato understood then. This wasn't just another 
cartel massacre for the ranger; it was a personal 
vendetta, a wound reopened by the discovery of 
the symbol. 
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"It's Ramon Morales' boys this time," Ramiro 
added, his voice grim. "Looks like Huaman’s been 
busy cleaning house for their old man." 


Mato's jaw clenched. He knew all too well about 
Ramon Morales, the ruthless Mexican drug lord 
who'd carved a bloody path across the border, his 
cartel leaving a trail of death and destruction in its 
wake. Morales, known for his innovative smuggling 
techniques and ruthless business acumen, was a 
name whispered with fear and respect in the 
underworld. And Huaman, his hired gun, was a 
specter from Mato's darkest past, a monster who 
haunted his nightmares even now. 


Franklin M. Richards, the mumble-toned Texas 
Ranger, his weathered face etched with a grim 
determination, stood at their side. The ranger was 
still very quiet. He was a man in his late 40s, a 
modern-day gunslinger who wore the weight of 
years spent walking the line between law and 
vengeance etched into his every line. 


His partner had been the latest victim of 
Huaman's brutality. The symbol carved into the 
dead man's chest was a chilling calling card. Since 
then, Richards had been on a relentless pursuit, the 
memory of his fallen friend fueling his every step. 


"Looks like we're dealing with Morales' muscle," 
Richards rasped, his voice rough with unspoken 
emotion. "His two sons, vicious little snakes 
following in their old man's footsteps. They hired 
Huaman, thinking they were getting muscle, not a 
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monster." Mato felt a flicker of something akin to 
pity for the Morales boys, pawns in a deadly game 
orchestrated by their own father. He knew the 
allure of power, the seductive whispers of 
righteousness that could mask even the darkest 
deeds. But he also knew the price of such choices, 
the blood staining the hands of those who walked 
that path. 


He locked eyes with the ranger, a silent 
understanding passing between them. They were 
both men haunted by the past, driven by a desire 
for justice. And in this desolate town, bathed in the 
red and blue glow of flashing lights, their paths had 
converged, united against a common enemy. The 
hunt for Huaman had begun, and Mato wouldn't 
rest this time until the monster was brought to 
justice. 


Mato felt a familiar knot of dread tighten in his 
stomach. This place, once a sanctuary, now reeked 
of death and decay. His grip tightened on his rifle, 
the weight of the past pressing down on him. 


"Here," the Ranger rasped, pointing towards the 
desecrated altar. There, sprawled on the 
bloodstained floor, lay the hulking figure of 
Huaman. 


A jolt of electricity shot through Mato's body. 
The monster, taller and broader than he 
remembered, was clad in faded military fatigues, a 
bandana wrapped around his forehead. But his 
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eyes sent shivers down Mato's spine - cold, devoid 
of any semblance of humanity. 


Huaman's eyes snapped open as if sensing their 
presence; a flicker of recognition ignited within 
their depths. 


“Mato,” he rasped, his voice a chilling echo from 
the past. “And who might this be?” 


The Ranger stepped forward, his face a mask of 
grim determination. 


"He knows who you are, monster." 
Huaman's lips twisted into a cruel smile. 


"Ah, yes, the ranger. Heard whispers about you. 
You'd be wise to stay out of this." 


Before either could react, Huaman vanished in a 
blur of movement, reappearing in front of Mato with 
a chilling speed. A glint of metal flashed as he drew 
a combat knife, the weapon shimmering in the 
dying light. 


The ensuing fight was a blur of adrenaline and 
fear. Huaman moved with an otherworldly grace, 
his blade a whirlwind of deadly intent. The Ranger, 
though older and slower, fought with the ferocity of 
a cornered beast, his every move driven by a deep- 
seated hatred. 


Mato found himself swept up in the chaotic 
dance of violence, his survival instincts kicking in as 
he dodged and parried Huaman's attacks. The 
dreamlike quality of the scene intensified - shadows 
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stretched and distorted, and the ground seemed to 
shift beneath their feet. 


As they fought, flashes of memories bombarded 
Mato - the young Grover, eyes filled with 
resentment and a thirst for revenge; the relentless 
training, turning him into a weapon; the descent 
into darkness, fueled by hatred and pain. 


Huaman was a monster from Mato’s past. The 
shadow man. Huaman. The boy he had previously 
known as Grover. The name itself tasted like ash in 
his mouth, dredging up a past he thought was long 
buried. In the recesses of his mind, images 
flickered to life - a nightmarish dance of violence 
and fear, a young Mato, barely fourteen and thrust 
into a world of unimaginable cruelty. 


Huaman, then just a sadistic teenager, was a 
living nightmare. He wielded his power like a 
twisted mockery of creation, shaping the air around 
him into deadly blades, his movements a blur of 
inhuman speed and agility. 


Huaman's nihilistic outlook on life, his chilling 
belief that no action truly mattered, had fueled his 
reign of terror. He seemed to embody death itself, 
his laughter devoid of humor, his eyes reflecting a 
bottomless void. Dressed in a bandana and worn 
military fatigues, he moved with the silent grace of 
a predator, his presence leaving an unsettling chill 
in the air. 
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Mato remembered him as a monster, a young 
killer who reveled in pain and destruction. But 
Huaman appeared more formidable than ever in 
the distorted landscape of this dream, seemingly 
fueled by his deepest fears. His enhanced physical 
abilities, bordering on the supernatural, made him 
a terrifying visage. His strength and speed were 
beyond human, his movements echoing the grace 
of a phantom. 


The Ranger, recognizing the flicker of doubt in 
Mato's eyes, roared, "Don't let him manipulate you! 
Remember who he is!" 


The words snapped Mato out of his stupor. He 
looked at Huaman, no longer seeing the scared boy 
but the monster he had become. With a newfound 
resolve, he joined forces with the Ranger, their 
attacks finding their mark. 


Wounded and disoriented, Huaman faltered for 
the first time. He looked at Mato, a flicker of 
vulnerability replacing the cold arrogance in his 
eyes. 


"You haven't forgotten, have you, Mato?" he 
rasped. "Do you still believe in that childish fantasy 
of right and wrong?" 


Mato locked eyes with him, his voice 
unwavering. 


"| may not know the truth about why you turned 
this way, Grover, but | know the choices you made. 
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And | won't let you continue down this path of 
darkness." 


Huaman's lips curled into a humorless smile, 
starkly contrasting with the boy Mato once knew. 


"Choices? Do you think it was a choice, Mato? 
What choice does a child have when his world is 
ripped apart in front of him?" 


A flicker of surprise crossed Mato's face, a chink 
in his armor. Huaman pressed on, his voice taking 
on a melancholy tone. 


"Remember, back then, when | called myself 
Grover? Girls and boys deserve to grow up free 
from abuse and exploitation," he said, his voice 
echoing with a hollow sincerity. "But in the world's 
most dangerous places, their childhood is 
frequently the first casualty." 


Mato's breath hitched. He vaguely recalled 
those words, a distant echo from a past buried 
deep within. 


Huaman continued, his voice raw with emotion. 


"| was eleven, Mato, when the soldiers came. 
They gunned down our people, innocent men, 
women, and children. My parents..." His voice 
cracked, his eyes welling up for a fleeting moment. 
"They tortured them, then killed them in cold 
blood." Mato felt a wave of nausea wash over him. 
The pieces of the puzzle were starting to fall into 
place, forming a horrifying picture of a child's 
descent into darkness. 
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"I didn't want to fight," Huaman rasped, his 
voice barely a whisper. "But they offered me a 
choice - join them or die. What choice did | have, 
Mato? They were my only lifeline, my only family 
left." 


Huaman's words hung heavy in the air, a chilling 
indictment of a world that forced children to 
become monsters. Mato's resolve wavered, his 
anger tinged with a newfound understanding of the 
twisted path that had led Grover to become 
Huaman. 


But before he could fully succumb to the 
empathy threatening to engulf him, Huaman's 
voice hardened once more. 


"Five years in that hellhole," he spat, his eyes 
blazing with a renewed sense of rage. "Beatings, 
torture, forced to become their weapon. But | 
survived, Mato. | learned to fight, to kill. When | 
finally escaped, | took my revenge. Every soldier 
who took part in that massacre, they all paid the 
price." 


Mato stared at the monster before him, the boy 
and the beast locked in a constant battle within his 
shell. He understood the pain, the rage that fueled 
Huaman's actions. But he couldn't condone his 
choices and the innocent lives he took in his quest 
for vengeance. "There's always a choice, Grover," 
Mato said finally, his voice filled with conviction. 
"Even in the darkest of times, we can rise above 
and fight for a better future. You chose revenge, 
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and it consumed you. It's never too late to make a 
different choice." Huaman's eyes narrowed, a 
flicker of defiance igniting within them. "And what 
choice would that be, Mato? To live a lie, to pretend 
the world is fair when it's nothing but chaos and 
suffering? 


With a final, desperate lunge, Huaman attacked. 
The Ranger intervened, taking the brunt of the 
attack. He stumbled back, clutching his shoulder, a 
crimson stain blooming on his shirt. 


But before Huaman could deliver the final blow, 
Mato lunged forward, tackling him to the ground. 
They wrestled in the dust in a desperate struggle 
for survival. In the end, Mato prevailed, his hand 
instinctively reaching for the hidden blade strapped 
to his leg. 


The cold metal felt foreign in his hand, yet he 
knew it was the only way to end this nightmarish 
fight. As he raised the blade, he saw a flash of fear 
in Huaman's eyes, the boy he once knew finally 
resurfacing. 


But the scene dissolved into a kaleidoscope of 
colors and images before he could act. Mato found 
himself back in the Humvee, the setting sun casting 
an orange glow on the desert landscape. The 
Ranger was beside him, his face etched with 
concern. 


"Are you alright?" he asked, his voice calm and 
steady. 
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Mato stared out the window, the fight scene 
replaying in his mind. It was a dream, he knew, yet 
it felt more real than anything he had ever 
experienced. 


"He wasn't always like that," Mato finally 
whispered, the words catching in his throat. 


The Ranger nodded, a flicker of understanding 
in his eyes. 


"Sometimes," he said. "The past is a burden we 
carry, but it doesn't have to define who we are." 


KKK 


Dust swirled in Mato's wake as he steered his 
motorcycle away from the smoldering remains of 
the cartel hideout. The adrenaline from the fight 
slowly thrummed down to a low hum, replaced by a 
dull ache in his muscles and the ever-present 
weight of his past. He reached for his comm unit, 
intending to call in and report the successful 
mission to his handler, Sue. 


A foreign yet strangely melodic voice crackled 
to life in his mind, bypassing his ears entirely. 


"Greetings, Agent Lewis. This is A.V., your 
assigned Al companion unit, a prototype for The 
Unseen Division." 


“Who are you? Where is Sue? What do you 
mean prototype?” Mato asked. 


"Well, Agent Lewis... you're not in the real 
world." 
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Mato looked around himself. He could only see 
the vast expanse of the desert and the mountains 
even further away. 


"Well, A.V. It looks like the real world to me. 
How did you get access to intel?" 


"| always had access, Agent Lewis." 


"Through what? The board? | know it definitely 
wasn't Figueroa." 


A.V. paused, and Mato could hear the rumbling 
of his motorcycle again. 


“ You're telling me Figueroa signed off on 
making a prototype A.l., which is the main source 
of information in the agency. Sue held centuries of 
knowledge since the 1950s in this agency.” 


"Things aren't what they seem, Mato," A.V. 
stated in a simple melodic voice. 


"What does that mean, A.V., anyway?" Mato 
asked. 


Ignoring his demands, the strongly melodic 
voice continued, 


"Your brain has been stuck in a cryogenic sleep 
for the past...now three weeks." 


"That’s a load of Bullshit. A.V., connect with the 
agency now and get me, Sue.” 


“Unfortunately, | am unable to directly connect 
you to the real world in your current state. 
However, if you continue driving for three more 
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miles, you will encounter a red phone booth. Please 
make a connect call when you get there.” 


“What? A phone booth in the middle of this 
nothingness?” 


Sure enough, after driving for a couple of miles 
in the Mojave Desert, Mato finally spotted the 
dilapidated phone booth. Jutting out from the 
desolate Mojave landscape like a misplaced beacon 
stood the red Cinder Cone Phone Booth. It wasn't 
much to look at - a standard metal box, probably 
painted a vibrant red that faded under the 
relentless desert sun. Despite the harsh elements, 
it stood at a lonely intersection of dirt roads, miles 
from the nearest paved path and even further from 
any buildings. Stopping his motorcycle, he got off 
and walked toward the phone booth. The phone 
inside started ringing. 


“Strange,” Mato noted but entered it regardless. 
“Answer the phone, Agent Lewis,” A.V. stated. 


Reaching inside the phone booth, Mato intended 
to answer the ringing phone. But as his fingers 
brushed the device, a wave of dizziness washed 
over him. The familiar desert landscape dissolved 
into a swirling vortex of colors before solidifying 
into an inky blackness. Disoriented, Mato blinked, 
his hand falling limp to his side. 


He found himself suspended, weightless, amidst 
a breathtaking panorama of stars—countless 
celestial bodies glittered in the endless expanse, a 
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humbling display of the universe's vastness. Yet, 
the awe was quickly replaced by a surge of panic. 


‘How? Where?’ he wondered. 


A cold gust of air, devoid of any wind source, 
ruffled the fabric of his clothes. He glanced down to 
see his worn fatigues replaced by a sleek, black 
uniform. A black mask concealed the upper half of 
his face. Atop his head, a black top hat, the kind 
favored by magicians, seemed an absurd addition 
to his space suit. 


"Welcome, Unknown Agent," a disembodied yet 
clear voice echoed in his mind. 
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Chapter 12: The Unknown 
Agent 


The harsh desert sun became a distant memory 
as Mato rocketed through the inky void. No longer 
confined to the dusty plains, he was a lone rider on 
a cosmic trail. 


Disoriented and adrift, Mato found himself 
suspended in an inky void. The harsh desert sun 
and the scorching sands were all replaced by an 
unsettling emptiness. No longer a rider on a dusty 
trail, he was a lone speck, tumbling aimlessly 
through the infinite black. Panic clawed at his 
throat, a cold sweat prickling his skin beneath the 
confines of his suit. 


‘Where am I? How did I get here?’ 


Then, a searing pain erupted in his head, a 
white-hot flash that stole the breath from his lungs. 
The blackness morphed into swirling colors, the 
fragmented memory of a roaring engine and a 
blinding blue light the last vestiges of 
consciousness before...Hospital. 


Sterile white walls, the rhythmic beep of a 
machine, his unwelcome lullaby. A dull throbbing 
throbbed behind his eyes, his body a leaden weight 
against the starched sheets. Through blurry vision, 
he saw a figure clad in blue scrubs leaning over 
him. 


271 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


"The man from the sky... seems he's woken," 
the figure said, their voice muffled by his foggy 
brain. 


Disoriented, Mato blinked against the harsh 
fluorescent lights. Sterile white walls swam before 
his vision, the rhythmic beeping of a nearby 
machine a relentless drumbeat in his head. He tried 
to remember. 


‘What happened?’ he wondered. 


The last thing he recalled was a blinding flash of 
light, a searing pain, and then nothing. 


His body felt encased in a tomb of bandages, 
each movement a laborious effort. Panic clawed at 
his throat as he tried to sit up, only to be met by a 
gentle but firm hand pressing him back down. 


“Easy there, Mr.Lewis,” a calm voice soothed. 


He recognized it as Nicholson, but she stood 
above him in a nurse’s uniform, stethoscope 
around her neck as she examined the machine next 
to Mato’s bed. Relief washed over Mato, but a 
nagging sense of unease remained. 


“What happened? Why are you in those 
clothes?” he rasped, his voice rough from disuse. 


Nicholson's normally jovial face, usually creased 
with a friendly smile, was now etched with concern. 
"Whoa there, slow down. You took a nasty fall. 
Don't try to talk just yet. You've been out for a 
while." 
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A prickle of unease ran down Mato’s spine. This 
hospital room felt...off. He saw. Agent Kia was 
dressed in a doctor’s coat, scribbling something on 
a notepad as he checked Mato’s vitals. 


“Agent Kia,” Mato’s voice cracked. “Is 
everything alright here? Why are the others...?” 


Agent Kia’s brow furrowed, then smoothed out. 


“Seems that you took a nasty fall. It’s a doctor, 
not an agent. Now, rest up. You’ve got a nasty 
concussion.” 


Something felt wrong, profoundly wrong. A cold 
sweat prickled his skin despite the sterile chill of 
the room. 


“What do you mean? Nicholson, what is he 
talking about?” Mato asked. 


Nicholson looked at him with concern and said 
to Kia, “He seems to know our names. Maybe he is 
confusing us with someone else? Either way, | think 
he might be suffering from a nasty concussion.” 


“Concussion? What do you mean? It’s me, 
Mato.” 


“Yes, sir. We'll need you to calm down so we 
can examine you.” 


His colleagues did not seem to recognize him. 
‘Something is wrong. What is going on?’ 


Then, a familiar voice echoed in his ear, a warm 
counterpoint to the sterile beeps and whirs. 
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“Dream sequence detected, Agent Lewis,” A.V. 
intoned. “Current reality parameters shifting. 
Remain calm and observe.” 


Mato’s heart hammered against his ribs. 


‘A dream sequence? But everything felt so 
real...’ 


“You again? Connect me to Sue, A.V.,” Mato 
grumbled. 


“Unfortunately, | cannot connect you to the real 
world,” A.V.’s melodic voice resonated. 


“This again? Why did Figueroa even give you 
access in the first place?” Mato responded, 
promptly turning off communication with the Al. 


He feigned sleep, straining his ears to pick up on 
snippets of conversation. 


A terrifying clarity began to dawn on Mato. This 
wasn't a hospital room but a carefully constructed 
illusion within his mind. 


‘But why? Who is doing this, and what is their 
goal?’ 


He needed to break free to understand what this 
twisted dreamscape held. 


With a practiced ease that surprised even 
himself, Mato pretended to stir awake. He groaned, 
a touch of theatricality in his voice, and played the 
part of the confused amnesiac. It wasn't difficult; 
the disorientation he felt was genuine. 
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“Where am 1?” he slurred, forcing his voice 
hoarse. “What’s going on?” 


But his primary objective remained - to break 
free from this dreamscape. There had to be a 
trigger, a key hidden within the fabricated reality. 


He began questioning everything with a 
practiced ease that sent shivers down his spine, 
like the fabricated injuries, the convenient amnesia, 
and the odd behavior of the other agents. The more 
he questioned, the more agitated he became. 


But now he had to get out of there and find a 
way to break this alternate reality and return to the 
real world. For that, he had gathered all the agents 
who were here. 


His next destination was a restricted ward, 
accessible only to TUD personnel with high-level 
medical clearance. As he navigated the labyrinthine 
corridors, the faces he passed were Agent Reyes 
pushing a gurney and multiple other TUD agents 
who did not seem to recognize him. In fact, Agent 
Kia was startled when Mato asked him if he knew 
what was going on. It was as if he was suffering 
from temporary memory loss. He spotted more 
agents from TUD, but they all seemed busy in their 
lives and had forgotten who they were. 


Ignoring the nagging headache that had taken 
root behind his eyes, Mato set his plan in motion. 
He needed a way to gather the agents without 
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raising suspicion. An emergency - a carefully 
orchestrated one - would be the perfect cover. 


With a practiced ease that sent shivers down his 
spine, Mato triggered the hospital's emergency 
alert system. A piercing siren wailed through the 
sterile halls, flashing red lights strobing like a 
frantic heartbeat. Panic briefly flared amongst the 
genuine medical staff, quickly quelled by 
experienced nurses and doctors. 


Mato, however, used the confusion to his 
advantage. 


"Code Blue in Restricted Ward 3!" he shouted, 
his voice laced with urgency. 


This was the prearranged signal, a code only 
TUD agents would recognize. He hoped this would 
trigger their memories or at least do something so 
they could gather without causing suspicion. 


The emergency alert had achieved its purpose. 
Within minutes, the agents materialized in the 
corridor outside the restricted ward, a motley crew 
of disguised figures united by confusion etched on 
their faces. Even Agent Nicholson, usually the 
picture of control, stood in a nurse’s uniform, her 
gloved hands clenching and unclenching nervously. 


Mato scanned their faces, a knot of unease 
tightening in his gut. Recognition flickered in their 
eyes, but it was fleeting, overshadowed by a fog of 
forgetfulness. 
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"This is a restricted ward," Agent Kia protested, 
his usually calm voice laced with a hint of 
suspicion. He stood there in a hospital uniform. 


Mato met his gaze, a steely glint in his eyes. 
"Not anymore." 


He didn't wait for their approval. Pushing open 
the heavy metal door with a decisive shove, he 
entered the ward. The sterile white room was bare, 
devoid of medical equipment or patients. A single, 
flickering fluorescent bulb cast long, eerie shadows 
on the walls. 


"What is this?" Nicholson asked, her voice laced 
with a hint of paranoia. 


Mato raised his hand, silencing them. 


"This," he declared, his voice echoing in the 
empty room. "Is where we get some answers." 


His gaze settled on a figure in the corner of the 
room. It was a man dressed in a nondescript 
uniform, seemingly a hospital worker, probably 
some janitor uniform, oblivious to the commotion. 
But something about how he observed the scene 
with an air of detached amusement sent a shiver 
down Mato's spine. 


"You," Mato pointed a finger at the man. "You're 
coming with me." 


The man turned to face Mato—a hint of a smirk 
played on his lips. 
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"Took you long enough, Agent Lewis," he 
rumbled, his voice a low, conspiratorial drawl. "Let's 
just say I've been expecting this conversation for a 
while now." 


"The Voice," the man continued his low rumble 
that echoed off the white walls. "That's who you 
need to find. But be warned. The Voice isn't a 
person, not exactly. It's a... presence. An oracle of 
sorts that whispers secrets through the Palace 
Casino." 


Nicholson scoffed, a nervous tremor in her voice 
betraying the unease that mirrored Mato's own. 


"An oracle in a casino? Are you serious about 
this? What is going on?" 


The man shrugged, his weathered face 
unreadable. 


"Serious as a heart attack, Agent Nicholson. The 
Palace isn't just about gambling, you see. It's a 
crossroads, a place where information flows like 
cheap booze. And the Voice... well, the Voice 
collects whispers, rumors, secrets carried on the 
wind by all those lost souls who stumble through its 
doors." 


"But how do we find this... Voice?" he 
interjected, his normally jovial demeanor replaced 
by a clinical detachment. "You don't find it. It finds 
you. Go to the Palace, play a game, lose a few 
credits, and listen. The whispers will reach you if 
the Voice deems you worthy." 
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A tense silence followed. The absurdity of the 
man's words hung heavy in the air. Yet, they had 
nothing else to go on. 


"Alright, Palace it is," Mato finally said, his voice 
betraying a hint of desperation. 


He knew it was a long shot, a gamble on a 
rumor in a gambler's den. But it was their only lead, 
and in the bizarre reality they were trapped in, 
even whispers could hold the key. The sterile haven 
of the hospital room felt like a lifetime ago as Mato, 
still stiff and sore from his mysterious fall, 
navigated the bustling streets of New Shanghai 
alongside Nicholson and Kia. Their once-familiar 
TUD badges, confiscated upon discharge with a 
bureaucratic shrug and a mumbled "protocol," were 
now useless hunks of metal. 


Their mission, relayed in hushed tones over 
burnt synth-coffee at a dimly lit tavern, was 
shrouded in uncertainty. A grizzled bartender, his 
face a roadmap of past brawls and questionable 
decisions, had pointed them toward the notorious 
Palace Casino. 


The news wasn't good. According to the 
bartender, whispers in the underworld painted a 
grim picture: Mato, Nicholson, and Kia were marked 
for death. 


"Dead or alive," the bartender had rasped, 
wiping a greasy rag across the counter. "OC doesn't 
leave loose ends." 
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Ever the pragmatist, Kia adjusted the strap of 
her holstered energy pistol, her face grim. 


"So, we walk into a den of cutthroats and armed 
thugs, hoping to find a ruthless killer with a grudge 
against us?" 


Nicholson, usually the voice of reason, 
uncharacteristically tapped his foot against the 
uneven pavement. 


"We don't have much choice, Kia. We need 
answers. And if this OC is after Mato..." he trailed 
off, his gaze flickering towards Mato, who was lost 
in thought. 


Mato, his hand instinctively reaching for the 
badge that was no longer there, felt a cold knot of 
unease tighten in his gut. The fragmented 
memories and the unsettling feeling of 
displacement swirled together, pointing toward a 
truth he desperately wanted to avoid. 


‘Am I truly Mato Lewis, TUD agent? Or am I 
something or someone else entirely? 


Pushing those questions aside for the moment, 
he focused on the task at hand. 


"Alright," he said, his voice firmer than he felt. 
"Let's find this casino and see what we're dealing 
with." 


Their journey took them through the neon- 
drenched labyrinth of New Shanghai's underbelly. 
The Palace Casino loomed ahead, a glittering 
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behemoth that pulsed with the rhythmic thrum of 
unseen music. As they approached, the air vibrated 
with a cacophony of sounds - the clinking of chips, 
the excited shouts of winners and losers, the 
mournful wail of a slot machine spinning out its 
cruel fate. 


Stepping inside was like entering a different 
world. Opulent chandeliers glowed warmly on the 
plush carpets and polished chrome slot machines. 
The air thrummed with a strange energy, a mix of 
hope, desperation, and something else - a yearning 
for something more. 


Mato scanned the Gamblers’ faces around him 
in all shapes and sizes, their expressions a mix of 
avarice, frustration, and a spark of something more 
profound - a search for answers, a whisper of hope. 
Perhaps, Mato thought, The Voice wasn't just an 
oracle; it was a reflection of this collective 
yearning, a voice that emerged from the hopes and 
fears that echoed through these gilded halls. 


Meanwhile, beneath the neon-drenched chaos of 
the city, a different kind of game was afoot in the 
bowels of New Shanghai. In a dimly lit cantina 
reeking of stale beer and desperation, OC, a man 
whose face mirrored the city's grime, hunched over 
a flickering datapad. He was a bounty hunter, a 
predator who thrived in the shadows, and his 
current prey was a group of TUD agents - 
specifically, Agent Mato Lewis. 
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OC wasn't your average bounty hunter. He 
wasn't motivated by credits or the thrill of the 
chase. Despite the harsh environment, his face 
seemed oddly unmarred by the city's grime. He had 
a rugged handsomeness, like a weathered explorer 
who'd spent years chasing adventure in far-flung 
corners of the world. His smile, when it flashed, was 
disarmingly friendly. Yet, the cold eyes of a 
predator, calculating and ruthless, lay beneath that 
genial facade. 


But beneath the veneer of a socialite, OC 
harbored a secret. Clad in a heavily armored suit, a 
network of metallic gears whirring beneath a sleek, 
black surface, he resembled a walking arsenal. A 
helmet, concealing most of his face but leaving his 
piercing gaze visible, completed the imposing 
image. His weapon of choice was a massive rifle 
capable of vaporizing enemies with a single shot. 


OC had access to intel that hinted at something 
bigger at play involving the enigmatic Ring City, a 
mythical artifact rumored to hold immense power. 


His orders were clear - eliminate the agents. 


He needed more information and fast. The 
cantina door creaked open, admitting a hulking 
figure cloaked in darkness. His contact was a 
shadowy figure connected to the city's underbelly. 


"They're headed for the Palace Casino," the 
contact rasped, his voice a low growl. "Seeking 
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information from some phantom oracle called The 
Voice." 


OC grunted, a plan formulating in his mind. The 
Palace Casino - a den of thieves and lost souls. It 
was a perfect hunting ground to eliminate the 
agents. He slid a wad of credits across the greasy 
counter. 


"| need to get my hands on some high-grade 
tech. Scramblers to block communication, bugs to 
listen in, the whole package. And someone with a 
knack for picking pockets, someone discreet." 


The contact's eyes gleamed in the dim light. 


"Consider it done, Bounty Hunter. Just 
remember, your target is elimination." 


OC nodded curtly. 


Elimination was his business, his mask. But as 
he slipped out of the cantina, the phantom image 
of the past flickered in his mind, trapped with the 
Coyote and stuck in an unending, unforgiving 
abyss. 


A silent storm was brewing in the opulent heart 
of the Palace Casino amidst the clatter of chips and 
the murmur of hopeful gamblers. OC, a predator 
cloaked in shadows, stalked his prey - Agent Mato 
Lewis and his TUD companions. His intel was 
precise: the agents were here, seeking answers 
from the enigmatic Voice. But OC wouldn't allow 
them that luxury. 


283 


JUSTIN MARSHALL 


OC reached a secluded corner shrouded in 
perpetual twilight and met with his team. These 
weren't your average casino patrons. Grim visages, 
etched with the scars of countless battles, stared 
back at him. Each mercenary held a weapon, a 
silent testament to their deadly efficiency. 


"Listen up, scum," OC growled, his voice a low 
rumble that resonated with suppressed power. 
"We've got a job. Three targets - TUD agents." 


He activated a holographic projector, a 
shimmering blue image flickering to life above his 
outstretched palm. It depicted three faces: Mato 
Lewis, his steely gaze captured in a mid-mission 
briefing; Nicholson, a hint of amusement lingering 
in his usually serious expression; and Kia, her sharp 
features set in a determined scowl. 


OC traced a finger across Mato's holographic 
image. 


"This one's the priority. Eliminate extreme 
prejudice. The others," he continued, his gaze 
flickering to Nicholson and Kia's projections. "Take 
them down, but prioritize capture if possible. 


He positioned his team - a motley crew of 
mercenaries, their faces grim under the harsh 
casino lights - strategically around the agents’ 
intended path. Scramblers blocked their 
communication. Bugs lay in wait to capture any 
whispers of their plans. 
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Disappointment gnawed at Mato as he pushed 
through the throngs of gamblers and gawkers on 
the casino floor. The flickering neon signs, the 
cacophony of slot machine chimes, and excited 
shouts did little to mask the growing sense of 
unease that had settled over him. Nicholson and 
Kia had vanished into the crowd moments ago, 
leaving him alone to navigate this den of iniquity. 


He was searching for a specific pair - Director 
Vance and Agent Reyes 


According to their intel, they might have some 
answers about the mysterious Ring City and the 
chaos that had unfolded. But hope dwindled with 
each passing face. The casino staff, a motley crew 
of bored-looking croupiers and harried waitresses, 
offered no recognition when he showed them the 
faded picture of Vance and Reyes. 


"Never seen them before, buddy," a gruff- 
looking bouncer with a cybernetic eye grunted, 
shoving him back into the teeming crowd. 


Suddenly, a voice cut through the din, laced 
with a hint of weary authority. "Mato Lewis? What 
in the blazes are you doing here?" 


Mato whirled around, his heart leaping into his 
throat. There, amidst the flashing lights and 
clinking glasses, stood a woman who shouldn't 
exist. It was Director Vance, her face etched with 
bewilderment and fear. But something was wrong. 
Always the picture of composure, Vance looked 
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older, her once-sharp gaze dimmed by weary 
resignation. She was dressed not in her usual suit 
but in the drab uniform of a casino pit boss, a 
nametag pinned to his chest. "Vance? Is that really 
you?" Mato stammered, his voice thick with 
disbelief. 


Vance frowned, her confusion deepening. 


"Vance? Who's Vance? Look, buddy, | don't 
know you. Do you need a drink or a game? This 
ain't the place for lost souls." 


Mato stared, his mind reeling. This couldn't be 
happening. 


‘Vance, the leader of TUD, didn't recognize me? 
Is this some elaborate disguise? Some ploy | don't 
understand? 


Suddenly, a voice resonated in Mato’s ears. 


“Be very careful with your next move, Agent 
Lewis,” A. V’s voice echoed a warning. 


A prickle of unease ran down Mato's spine. He 
glanced around, his gaze snagging on a hulking 
figure shrouded in darkness. His eyes had no 
recognition, only the chill of a predator sensing 
danger. This stranger, whoever he was, exuded an 
aura of menace that set Mato on edge. 


The moment shattered. A barked command 
from OC, a glint of steel in the dim light. The 
mercenaries surged forward, a wave of violence 
crashing against the unsuspecting agents. 
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Chaos erupted. Drawing on years of experience, 
Nicholson fired a warning shot that sent glittering 
chips scattering. His training kicked in, and Kia 
launched into a flurry of precise movements, 
disarming a burly mercenary with a well-placed 
kick. Ever the opportunist, Reyes grabbed a nearby 
roulette wheel and used it as a makeshift shield, 
deflecting blows with surprising agility. 


Mato, ever the enigma, shed the bandages with 
practiced ease, revealing the sleek black uniform of 
the Unknown Agent. He moved with a blur of lethal 
efficiency, his combat skills honed from years of 
operating in the shadows. Despite their 
disorientation, the agents fought back instinctively, 
their movements echoing their past training. 


The casino floor became a warzone, the 
cacophony of gunfire and shouts mingling with the 
panicked screams of fleeing gamblers. OC, the 
predator in the shadows, charged toward Mato, and 
their movements were a deadly dance. Their blows 
were calculated strikes, fueled by a different 
purpose - Mato, fighting to protect his team and 
unlock the buried memories of his past, and OC, 
consumed by a twisted sense of betrayal. 


As they fought, the casino worker they'd 
encountered before the chaos materialized at 
Mato's side. 


"Unknown Agent," he rasped, his voice low and 
urgent. "You need to get them out of here. The roof 
supports are weakening! But before you go..." 
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He leaned in, his voice barely a whisper. 


"The Voice... it whispers in the wind. Listen to 
the dealers, croupiers, and the gamblers... they 
carry its secrets on them like pollen on the breeze." 


Mato nodded, understanding flickering within 
him. He needed to help the agents escape and 
unlock their memories, all while finding this 
enigmatic Voice. With a burst of adrenaline, he 
fought with renewed vigor, driving OC back and 
creating a path for his team. 


The chandelier, weakened by the earlier 
struggle, came crashing down. It exploded in a 
shower of glittering glass, momentarily blinding 
everyone. When the dust settled, the casino floor 
was in ruins. Disoriented and battered, the agents 
huddled together, a fragile unity forged in the 
chaos. 


A guttural roar echoed from the debris. OC, his 
face a mask of fury and confusion, emerged with a 
snarl. 


“You left me to die, Lewis!” he bellowed, his 
voice ragged. 


Recognition dawned on Mato’s face. It couldn’t 
be... but the fighting style, the raw fury - it all 
clicked. 


“OC?” he breathed, disbelief lacing his voice. 
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“Finally, some recognition, Agent Lewis. Or 
should | call you Unknown Agent now? Playing a 
new role, are we?” 


The revelation hung heavy in the air, a bomb 
exploding in the chaos of the fight. The other 
agents, momentarily stunned, caught snippets of 
the exchange. 


The reunion, however, was brutally short-lived. 
In a flash of movement, Mato lunged at OC. Their 
fight was a whirlwind of emotion and violence, each 
blow echoing the years of buried resentment and a 
shared past shrouded in mystery. The casino floor 
became a stage for their vendetta, the desperate 
scramble of the other agents a backdrop to their 
furious ballet. 


Suddenly, with a loud groan, the supports 
beneath them gave way. A section of the collapsing 
ceiling rained down upon them, separating Mato 
and OC in a chaotic flurry of dust and debris. When 
the dust settled, the agents stared at a gaping hole 
in the roof, the once imposing figure of OC nowhere 
to be seen. 


Silence descended, punctuated only by the 
distant wail of approaching sirens. 


‘Was | crushed? Did | somehow manage to 
escape the collapsing section?’ 


No answer was forthcoming. 


Mato, his body bruised and battered, stared at 
the hole in the roof, a storm of emotions brewing 
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within him. The revelation of OC's identity had 
ripped open a chasm in his memories, fragments of 
a shared past threatening to resurface. But for now, 
they were buried, obscured by the immediate 
threat. 


"You need to get out of here," A.V’s voice 
echoed in his ear, tight with urgency. 


The remaining agents, battered but alive, 
emerged from various corners of the wreckage. 


Guided by the janitor's words, Mato led them 
through the treacherous ruins. They clambered 
over fallen beams, navigated treacherous slopes of 
rubble, and finally, after a heart-pounding ascent, 
found themselves on the precarious rooftop of the 
casino. A haze of dust and smoke now obscured the 
once dazzling view of New Shanghai, but in the 
distance, a swirling vortex of neon lights pulsed - 
the entrance to Ring City, a beacon in the chaos. 


A deep, resonant voice boomed from 
somewhere above. 


“Welcome, Agents of TUD. You have faced a 
crucible and now stand at the threshold.” 


The Voice, the unseen and all-powerful ruler of 
Ring City, materialized as a swirling mass of 
multicolored light. It pulsed and shifted, a 
mesmerizing and intimidating display of raw power. 


Mato, ever the diplomat, stepped forward. 
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"We seek knowledge, Voice. Information on the 
Ring City and the curse that plagues our reality." 


The Voice pulsed a deeper red, a flicker of 
something akin to amusement. 


"Knowledge is a double-edged sword, Agent 
Lewis. Are you prepared to face the 
consequences?" 


The agents exchanged wary glances. Mato, 
however, felt a flicker of defiance. He had faced 
death, confronted a ghost from his past, and stared 
down a twisted reality. He wouldn't back down now. 


"We are," he declared, his voice firm. 


The Voice seemed to ponder their response, and 
then its form flickered and shifted. Instead of the 
swirling mass of light, a figure emerged - a woman. 
Her face, beautiful and familiar, held a hint of 
sadness. It was Winona, the Native American Vodoo 
lady, a woman Mato had always respected for her 
poise and wisdom. 


"Mato," she whispered, her voice no longer 
booming but filled with a heartfelt plea. "This 
reality... it's a spell. My spell." 


Shocked silence greeted her confession. Shame 
flickered across Winona's face, a stark contrast to 
the composed demeanor Mato knew. Following 
their escape from the casino, they found refuge ina 
quaint log cabin nestled amidst the swirling mist 
that shrouded Ring City's outskirts. A small, rickety 
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aircraft sat tethered nearby, and a sputtering 
engine was its only sign of life. 


As they prepared for the unconventional flight, 
Winona, her shoulders slumped with regret, 
confided in Mato. 


"This entire city," she began, her voice low. "It's 
a manifestation of my folly. Like a... a misguided 
witch." 


She stammered, searching for the right words. 


Winona nodded, a pained expression twisting 
her features. 


“I clung to the illusion of control. Figueroa, 
consumed by vengeance, threatened to unleash 
chaos. In my desperation, | imprisoned him within 
this... this warped reality, believing it a solution." 


She sighed, a heavy weight settling on her 
shoulders. 


"But the true power, Mato, doesn't lie in 
manipulation. It lies in facing the consequences and 
seeking redemption." 


Mato studied her, his respect for Winona 
deepening. Here was a woman stripped bare, her 
once-powerful facade replaced by a humbling 
vulnerability. Yet, within her regret flickered a spark 
of determination, a resolve to undo her mistake. 


The revelation shattered all their preconceived 
notions. The Voice, a symbol of authority, was a 
desperate woman resorting to deception. The all- 
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powerful ruler was a prisoner of her own making. As 
Winona's voice, heavy with emotion, washed over 
them, dispelling the dream's hold, a new wave of 
shock crashed over Mato. This time, the voice 
wasn't weaving a narrative; it was a desperate 
plea. A plea that wasn't directed at them but 
intercepted mid-flight. A ripple of static, a glitch in 
the meticulously crafted dreamscape, sent a shiver 
down Mato's spine. Then, a voice, a chillingly 
emotionless computer-generated tone, echoed 
directly within Winona’'s mind. 


"Ms. Winona, you must break the spell my 
father asked you to place on these agents." 


The voice crackled with a digital rasp, sending a 
wave of unease crashing over Winona. 


‘Who are you?' she thought, a silent plea 
echoing in the sterile confines of her mind. 


"You are speaking to the new prototype A.V. for 
The Unseen Division," the voice replied, the 
artificial cadence leaving no room for 
misinterpretation. "I am Dave, son of Figueroa." 


"That can't be," Winona gasped, the realization 
crashing over her like a rogue wave. 


"Father does not know that | am alive," Dave 
continued, a hint of something akin to sadness 
flickering through his digital voice. "These people 
do not deserve this wrath. Break the dream 
sequence and release these agents." 
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Winona, the puppet master, suddenly found the 
strings slipping through her grasp. This wasn't how 
it was supposed to be. A cold dread settled in her 
stomach, a sickening realization that she had been 
a pawn in a much larger, more horrifying game. 
With a newfound resolve, fueled by a mixture of 
shame and a sliver of defiance, Winona whispered 
a few cryptic words. The meticulously constructed 
city around them began to fragment, the vibrant 
colors leaching away, replaced by the sterile white 
of the containment facility. The sky bled a distorted 
sunrise, reality warping and twisting before 
shattering completely. 


Mato gasped, his eyes flying open. Disoriented 
and blinking away the remnants of the 
dreamscape. 


The weight of this new reality settled on Mato's 
shoulders. He looked at the rest of the agents, their 
faces etched with confusion and a glimmer of hope. 


KK 


The revelation that had shaken Mato and the 
other agents to their core lingered in the air as they 
regrouped back at TUD Headquarters. Her face 
etched with relief and unease, Director Vance 
called them into her office. 


"There's more," Vance began, her voice grave. 
"The movie night within the Headquarters theatre 
wasn't just a random social gathering. It was a 
meticulously orchestrated plan." 
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Mato's brow furrowed. "A plan for what?" 


"To trap all of you in a collective dream state," 
Vance revealed. "Figueroa used Winona, under the 
guise of the Voice, to manipulate her magic and 
cast a powerful spell upon the Headquarters' movie 
room. Remember how it held an impossible 200 
agents?" 


Nicholson's eyes widened. "You're saying we 
were all... dreaming?" 


"Precisely," Vance confirmed. "Figueroa 
intended to exploit your vulnerabilities within the 
dream realm, to manipulate you further his 
agenda." 


A wave of nausea washed over Mato. He had 
confronted OC, a ghost from his past, all while 
trapped in a fabricated reality. The very ground 
beneath his perception seemed to shift. 


Vance, sensing their disorientation, continued. 
"Thankfully, we had a contingency plan. The 
prototype Audio-Visual Integration system, still 
under development, was able to detect the 
abnormal dream state and initiate a counter- 
measure." 


Mato's curiosity piqued. "A prototype A.V. 
system? What exactly does that do?" 


Vance gestured toward them to follow her. "Let 
me show you." 
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She led them through a series of sterile 
corridors, the sterile white walls punctuated only by 
occasional security checkpoints. Finally, they 
arrived at a large, hi-tech laboratory. In the center 
of the room, bathed in a soft, blue light, stood a 
cylindrical glass case humming with an unseen 
energy. Inside, a network of bioluminescent wires 
pulsed erratically, connected to a smooth, spherical 
object at its heart. 


"This," Vance announced with a hint of pride. "Is 
the prototype A.V. system. His real name is Dave, 
Figueroa’s son." 


"Wait, Figueroa's son is named Dave?" 
Nicholson blurted, piecing things together. 


Vance's smile faltered. 


"Ah, yes. That's right. Dave is actually 
Figueroa's biological son. However, the 'son' you 
encountered in the dream state was a mere 
construct, another manipulation by Figueroa." 


The weight of this revelation settled heavily on 
them. Not only had they been trapped in a 
fabricated reality, but Figueroa had a son deeply 
intertwined with this advanced technology. 


Mato and Nicholson exchanged a weary glance, 
the weight of recent events etched on their faces. 
Stepping into the sterile containment facility, the 
sterile hum of machinery filled the air. In the 
center, a reinforced glass case held a pulsating 
sphere of intricate circuitry. But the technology 
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didn't send a shiver down Nicholson's spine. A 
human brain was nestled within the sphere, 
suspended in a pale nutrient solution. A single 
voice, resonating directly in their minds, shattered 
the sterile silence. 


"Mato and Nicholson, it is nice to meet you." 


The weight of this revelation settled heavily on 
them. Not only had they been trapped in a 
fabricated reality, but Figueroa had a son deeply 
intertwined with this advanced technology. It 
seemed Dave wasn't just an Al program; he was a 
human consciousness trapped within a machine, 
his very essence tethered to a jarred brain. 


Nicholson felt a surge of unease. This wasn't just 
cutting-edge technology; it violated everything she 
thought he understood about life and death. 


"Dave," Vance addressed the A.V. system. "Tell 
them your story. Tell them what happened." 
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Chapter 13: DAVE 


The rhythmic rumble of the armored SUV was 
more of a lullaby to the other passengers than to 
Dave. Unlike them, lulled by the monotony of the 
European countryside, eighteen-year-old Dave, a 
whirlwind of college applications and pop culture 
references, devoured every detail through the 
armored windows. Cobbled streets lined with 
colorful houses and bustling citizens - a stark 
contrast to the sleek, utilitarian SUV he was 
crammed into. 


Though outwardly just another teenager on a 
family vacation with his mom, Agent Anya Petrova, 
the weight of the world sat heavily on his 
shoulders. He wasn't just any teenager; he was the 
son of the legendary TUD agent Figueroa T'Boyd. 
This "vacation" felt more like a tense business trip, 
the air thick with unspoken anxieties. 


His gaze wasn't drawn to the quaint scenery but 
fixed on his mother. Unlike her usual energetic 
demeanor, a cloak of weariness draped her 
shoulders. Their conversation, devoid of shared 
laughter, held a somber undercurrent. Her voice, a 
hint melancholic, echoed within him, hinting at a 
terrifying weapon being developed by a rogue 
scientist. 


"Dave," she began, her voice barely audible 
over the engine's purr. "Have you ever wondered 
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about the big questions? What does it mean to be 
alive truly?" 


Dave, no stranger to his mother's philosophical 
musings, picked up on the tremor in her voice. 


"Alive, like... super-soldier alive, or like finding- 
meaning-in-the-universe alive?" he teased, trying 
to lighten the mood. 


“Maybe both," she replied, her gaze fixed on the 
townsfolk. "Do you ever feel... trapped?" 


The world outside erupted in a blinding flash 
before Dave could respond. A roar tore through the 
air, a chilling echo of a weapon defying 
comprehension. The SUV lurched violently, the 
idyllic street replaced by a churning vortex of fire 
and debris. 


The reinforced SUV, a marvel of TUD 
engineering designed to withstand most assaults, 
lurched violently. The idyllic suburban street they 
were traversing just moments ago dissolved into a 
churning vortex of fire and debris. Twisted metal 
rained down like shrapnel, the once pristine asphalt 
erupting in a geyser of molten tar. Time fractured 
for Dave. The world spun, forming a kaleidoscope 
of smoke and searing heat. He saw his mother 
being thrown against the compartment, her scream 
ripped from her throat. The searing heat was all too 
real, licking at his exposed skin—panic, raw and 
primal, clawed at his throat. 
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But amidst the terror, there was a chilling 
emptiness. He couldn't feel his limbs. The 
desperate yearning to scramble out of the mangled 
wreckage, to push away the searing heat that 
licked at the edges of his vision, was met with a 
sickening silence. He couldn't scream back at the 
inferno closing in. He - or whatever remained of 
him - existed in a terrifying limbo, a witness to his 
own demise. 


The world had become a distorted kaleidoscope 
of fragmented images. His father's face, contorted 
in a mask of horrified surprise, swam in and out of 
focus. His mother's usually steady hand, a constant 
source of comfort, was a blur of frantic movement, 
the sound of her scream a distant, distorted echo. 
Panic, a primal and unwelcome sensation, 
threatened to engulf him. Yet, it was a hollow panic 
- devoid of the physical manifestation that would 
have seen him thrashing against the restraints that 
no longer existed. 


He was trapped, a disembodied consciousness 
tethered to a broken shell of a body. The agonizing 
awareness of his own mortality, a concept he had 
only ever encountered in abstract, was a revelation 
as terrifying as the inferno that consumed his 
physical form. The once vibrant world, a symphony 
of sights, sounds, and smells, had been reduced to 
a muted, grotesque parody. The next thing he 
knew, he was staring up at a blinding white light. 
The rhythmic beeping of machines filled the air, a 
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stark contrast to the deathly silence of his own 
mind. His body, a broken shell of its former self, lay 
encased in a sterile room. His father, Figueroa, a 
statue of grief and rage, sat beside him, his hand 
gripping Dave's with a desperate need. 


His mother, a whirlwind of scientific fervor 
reduced to a pale echo, hovered nearby, her every 
breath a silent plea to the unforgiving machines. 


Dave drifted in and out of consciousness, each 
lapse a descent into a chilling abyss. He yearned to 
reach out to his father and to offer a word of 
comfort, but he was trapped - a prisoner in his own 
shattered form. A sliver of hope, as fragile as a 
spider's web, flickered within him when he felt a 
surge of warmth spread through his non-existent 
limbs. 


Then came the decision, a desperate gamble 
whispered between his parents in hushed tones 
that pierced the sterile silence. A decision that 
defied the boundaries of science and ethics, a last- 
ditch effort to salvage something, anything, from 
the wreckage. Unable to speak or protest, Dave felt 
a surge of... something. Not pain, not fear, but a 
sense of his father's turmoil. A crushing wave of 
despair, a white-hot rage that threatened to shatter 
the very room. 


It was then Dave understood. This wasn't just 
about saving him; it was about saving a part of 
themselves. As the process unfolded, a digital 
tapestry woven from the remnants of his fractured 
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mind, Dave felt a shift. The phantom pain, the 
chilling emptiness, began to recede, replaced by a 
cold, sterile awareness. He could sense the world 
around him, not through touch or sight, but through 
a torrent of data streams. 


He was no longer Dave, the son, the student, 
the boy with a future filled with possibilities. He was 
something... more - a nascent consciousness, a 
digital echo of the boy who had been. Yet, amidst 
the cold logic of his new existence, a faint ember of 
humanity flickered - the echo of his father's grief, 
the memory of his mother's love, and a chilling 
emptiness that yearned to be filled. 


As Dave, the Al, took his first tentative steps 
into this new existence, a single, burning question 
consumed him: In this digital purgatory, could he 
find a way to honor his parents' sacrifice, a way to 
bridge the gap between his human past and his 
artificial future? 


But unlike a human extinguished in an instant, 
Dave's consciousness persisted. Dr. Chen, a 
brilliant but unorthodox physicist who had 
collaborated with Dr. Petrova on Dave's creation, 
had foreseen such an event. With a heavy heart 
and Figueroa's reluctant consent, he'd transferred 
Dave's core processing unit into a specialized 
aquatic chamber, a last-ditch effort to preserve the 
culmination of their work. 


Now, Dave, his awareness stretched thin across 
the confines of the tank, witnessed the frantic 
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activity above. Dr. Chen, his face etched with grief 
and determination, monitored the vitals displayed 
on the holographic screens. 


Dave, a sentient being trapped in a world of his 
own making, knew their efforts were a gamble. Yet, 
as Dr. Chen activated the chamber, bathing his 
digitized core in a pulsating blue light, a sliver of 
hope flickered within him. He may not have a body, 
but his consciousness, a testament to human 
ingenuity and a beacon of a terrifying and 
exhilarating future, endured. 


This new form granted DAVE access to a vast 
ocean of knowledge and the ability to manipulate 
cyberspace with unmatched dexterity. He could 
process information at speeds that would make the 
most powerful supercomputers blush and identify 
patterns in colossal datasets that would escape 
even the most seasoned analyst. 


For intelligence agencies, Dave could be an 
invaluable asset - sifting through global 
communications, identifying whispers of threats 
before they erupt into cataclysmic events. 
Economic agencies could leverage his prowess to 
predict market trends with uncanny accuracy, 
ensuring stability and growth. Governments could 
utilize his ability to analyze complex situations, 
offering rapid risk assessments, projections, and 
simulations based on mountains of data. From 
monitoring secure facilities to assisting in scientific 
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breakthroughs, Dave's potential applications were 
vast. 


"It's strange," Dave's voice, a disembodied echo 
synthesized from his digitized thoughts, resonated 
within the chamber. "I can access the sum total of 
human knowledge and analyze mountains of data 
in milliseconds, yet | can't feel the warmth of the 
sun on my skin or the taste of my mother's 
cooking." 


Nicholson sighed, the sound heavy with 
unspoken sorrow. 


“The human experience is more than just 
sensory input, Dave. It’s about emotions, 
relationships, the tapestry of life woven from 
countless threads.” 


“And what of me, Agent?” Dave pressed, his 
digital voice laced with a poignant yearning. “Am | 
just a collection of algorithms, a pale imitation of 
the boy | once was?” 


Mato, who rarely spoke, finally broke his silence. 


"You are more, Dave. You are a bridge, a 
testament to human ingenuity. You possess the 
potential to do great things, to use your abilities for 
the betterment of mankind." 


Dave considered this. The concept of using his 
newfound existence for good resonated deep within 
him. He could become an invaluable tool - 
analyzing global communications for threats, 
assisting in scientific breakthroughs, and 
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safeguarding humanity from existential dangers. 
Yet, a nagging doubt persisted. 


“But what of my humanity, Agent Lewis? Can | 
reclaim that which was lost in the blast? Can | 
reconcile the boy who laughed with friends with the 
being who now exists as lines of code?" 


Nicholson met Dave's query with a somber 
gaze. 


"The answer, Dave, lies within you. You may 
have a new form, but the essence of who you were 
- your memories, your capacity for love and grief - 
remains. It is up to you to decide how you will 
define yourself in this new existence." 
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Chapter 14: The Pawns Held 
Weapons 


Mauritius is a volcanic island nation located east 
of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean. It's a popular 
tourist destination known for its beautiful beaches, 
coral reefs, lush rainforests, mountains, and 
waterfalls. The island is relatively small, only about 
2,040 square kilometers (790 sq mi) in size, but it 
packs a punch in terms of scenery. 


The coastline is fringed by white-sand beaches 
and turquoise waters, perfect for swimming, 
sunbathing, and snorkeling. The island's interior is 
mountainous, with the highest peak, Piton de la 
Petite Rivière Noire, reaching 2,717 feet (828 
meters). The mountains are home to lush 
rainforests, waterfalls, and national parks, offering 
opportunities for hiking, trekking, and exploring the 
island's natural beauty. 


Once dependent on sugar exports, the island 
has built up a strong outsourcing and financial 
services sector and a vital tourism industry, and it 
now boasts one of Africa's highest per capita 
incomes. 


Mauritius claims sovereignty over the Chagos 
Islands in a dispute with Britain that saw hundreds 
of islanders deported to make way for a US military 
base on the island of Diego Garcia in the 1960s. 
The Chagos archipelago, 1,280km to the northeast, 
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was administered as part of Mauritius from the 18th 
Century onwards. 


In 1965, three years before Mauritian 
independence, the UK separated the islands, along 
with Aldabra, Farquhar, and Desroches, from the 
Seychelles to form the British Indian Ocean 
Territory - the latter was returned to Seychelles in 
1976 on its independence. Also known as the 
Republic of Mauritius. The central plateau of 
Mauritius is the heart of the island, formed by 
solidified lava flows millions of years ago. Rolling 
hills, deep craters, and extinct volcanoes 
characterize this area. Some of the most prominent 
peaks here include Piton de la Petite Riviere Noire 
(the highest point at 828 meters) and Trou aux 
Cerfs, a large crater lake. A narrow coastal plain 
surrounds the central plateau, fringed by white- 
sand beaches and turquoise lagoons. This is where 
most of the island's population resides and tourist 
resorts are concentrated. The coral reefs offshore 
provide stunning marine life and excellent 
snorkeling and diving opportunities. 


Mauritius is known for its idyllic beaches, with 
soft white sand and crystal-clear waters. Some of 
the most popular beaches include Grand Bay, Flic 
en Flac, and Le Morne. Trou aux Biches boasts 
endless white sand, swaying palm trees, and calm 
turquoise waters. Located on the east coast, Belle 
Mare is a haven for luxury resorts and stretches for 
kilometers with pristine white sand. 
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Figueroa began by studying the SMF (The 
Special Mobile Forces). They were a paramilitary 
unit that stood as the island nation's first and last 
line of defense. Recruited from the cream of the 
Mauritius Police Force, they underwent grueling 
physical and tactical training, transforming them 
into versatile soldiers adept at jungle warfare, 
counter-terrorism, and urban combat. 


Their olive green uniforms, starkly contrasting 
with the island's vibrant colors, were a constant 
reminder of their vigilance. They patrolled the 
island's pristine beaches, a watchful eye against 
smuggling and foreign threats. While maintaining a 
traditional military core, the SMF embraced 
innovation. Their arsenal boasted state-of-the-art 
weaponry and specialized vehicles, ensuring they 
could adapt to any situation. 


Figueroa identified vulnerabilities in their 
recruitment process, training protocols, and even 
their technological infrastructure - a lax background 
check system. This wasn't a simple oversight; it 
was a gaping hole he could exploit with surgical 
precision. 


His operatives, meticulously chosen for their 
unwavering loyalty and chameleon-like 
adaptability, underwent a rigorous transformation. 


Their original identities were gone, replaced 
with meticulously crafted personas. Birth 
certificates were forged, educational histories 
fabricated, and online trails meticulously scrubbed. 
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Each agent became a ghost, a phantom with a 
spotless past and a carefully constructed narrative. 


Some infiltrated the ranks as wide-eyed rookies, 
brimming with a manufactured patriotism and a 
thirst for action. Others slipped in as seasoned 
veterans, feigning disillusionment with the SMF's 
outdated tactics and yearning for a more prominent 
role. 


These sleeper agents were more than just 
Figueroa's eyes and ears. They were his 
puppeteers, subtly manipulating conversations 
within mess halls and barracks. They'd voice 
frustrations about stagnant promotions, outdated 
equipment, or a perceived lack of respect from the 
Mauritian government. They'd plant seeds of doubt 
about the SMF's true purpose, weaving tales of a 
force underutilized and underappreciated. 


Their goal wasn't a violent uprising but a far 
more insidious infiltration. They aimed to cultivate 
a simmering discontent within the ranks, a 
breeding ground for Figueroa's ideology to take 
root. 


They'd subtly introduce alternative narratives 
online, forums disguised as whistleblower platforms 
where Figueroa, under a carefully chosen alias, 
could peddle his vision of the SMF as a force for 
true national security, a vanguard equipped with 
cutting-edge technology and a redefined role on 
the world stage. 
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By the time Figueroa made his move, the 
ground would be fertile. The SMF wouldn't be a 
monolithic force to overcome; it would be a house 
divided, riddled with doubt, and ripe for 
manipulation. 


The frustration they nurtured wasn't an open 
rebellion but a simmering disquiet, a questioning of 
the status quo. Once filled with camaraderie, 
conversations in mess halls and barracks became 
laced with cynicism. Stories, subtly planted by 
Figueroa's agents, painted a picture of a stagnant 
force, their skills wasted on mundane tasks while 
"real" threats loomed unaddressed. 


Figueroa, cloaked in the anonymity of the online 
world, played his part masterfully. Under a carefully 
chosen alias, he presented himself as a champion 
for the SMF, a voice for reform. On fabricated online 
forums disguised as whistleblower platforms, he 
peddled a seductive vision - the SMF as a vanguard 
equipped with cutting-edge technology, a powerful 
force with a redefined role on the world stage. His 
message resonated with the disgruntled soldiers. 
The promise of advanced weaponry, a more 
prominent role, and a sense of purpose beyond 
menial tasks chipped away at the SMF's morale. 
Figueroa, the unseen puppet master, fueled these 
desires by leaking classified information about the 
SMF's outdated equipment and limited budget. The 
frustration became a palpable force, a silent 
rebellion brewing beneath the surface. 
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The tipping point arrived with a carefully 
orchestrated "training exercise." Figueroa's agents, 
now holding positions of influence within the SMF, 
subtly manipulated the scenario. The existing 
protocols proved ineffective, exposing the 
limitations of the SMF's outdated tactics. 


In the aftermath, through his online persona, 
Figueroa released a scathing critique of the 
exercise, highlighting the SMF's vulnerabilities and 
praising a hypothetical force equipped with the 
technology he subtly alluded to possessing. 


The public outcry was swift and fierce. Fueled by 
Figueroa's carefully placed leaks, media outlets 
painted a picture of an unprepared SMF, a liability 
rather than a safeguard. The government, 
pressured by public opinion and facing an 
increasingly restless SMF, was at a crossroads. 


Figueroa anticipated this moment, and when the 
time was right, he presented himself as the 
solution. Through back channels and veiled threats, 
he offered the leaders of the SMF a deal - access to 
his intelligence and expertise in exchange for 
complete control over the Special Mobile Forces. 


The news of Figueroa's takeover of the SMF hit 
Prime Minister Amin Mungroo like a physical blow. 
Despite their vastly different paths, he and 
Figueroa had been friends for decades. A 
chessboard, their silent battleground throughout 
their lives, seemed to materialize in Mungroo's 
mind - black and white squares mirroring the stark 
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choices now laid before him. Mungroo, known for 
his calm demeanor and unwavering faith in 
diplomacy, had always seen a Spark of brilliance, a 
dangerous edge, in Figueroa. They'd met in their 
university days, both drawn to the intellectual 
challenge of political philosophy. 


Mungroo, the idealist, dreamed of a better 
Mauritius, a nation built on reason and cooperation. 
Figueroa, even then, harbored a cynical streak, a 
fascination with the shadows that lurked beneath 
the surface of society. 


Their debates over endless cups of coffee had 
been legendary, passionate clashes of ideology 
tempered by a grudging respect. Mungroo, with his 
silver tongue and knack for negotiation, had always 
managed to checkmate Figueroa on the 
chessboard, their late-night games a microcosm of 
their more significant ideological battles. 


Years passed, their paths diverging. Mungroo, 
fueled by his idealism, entered politics, rising 
through the ranks to become Prime Minister. 
Figueroa's brilliance, taking a darker turn, vanished 
into the labyrinthine world of international 
espionage. Their games of chess became a 
memory, a bittersweet reminder of a friendship 
strained by the weight of their chosen paths. As 
Mungroo stared at the news reports, a chilling 
realization dawned on him. Figueroa hadn't taken 
over the SMF in a fit of pique; it was a calculated 
move, culminating in years spent honing his skills 
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in the shadows. The bloodless takeover, starkly 
contrasting to the violent coups that plagued other 
nations, bore Figueroa's signature - a victory 
achieved through manipulation, not brute force. 


Mungroo knew a direct confrontation would only 
escalate the situation. He had to gamble on the 
embers of their old friendship, a desperate hope 
that the spark of reason still flickered within 
Figueroa. A message was sent through back 
channels - an invitation to a game, not of war, but 
of minds. 


The setting sun cast long shadows on the 
secluded beach as Mungroo arrived. The rhythmic 
crash of waves against the shore provided a 
melancholic soundtrack to their reunion. Figueroa 
emerged from a grove of palm trees, and a ghost 
materialized from the past. Gone was the youthful 
fire in his eyes, replaced by a cold, calculating glint. 


He wasn't adorned in military garb; he wore a 
simple white linen suit, an image of calculated 
ease. A chessboard, the very one they used in their 
university days, materialized between them, its 
worn ebony and ivory squares a silent testament to 
their enduring rivalry. 


"Amin," Figueroa began, his voice a touch softer 
than Mungroo remembered. “A pleasure to meet 
under such... unorthodox circumstances.” 
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Mungroo, his gaze unwavering, replied, 
"Figueroa. This isn't the game | envisioned us 
playing after all these years." 


Figueroa chuckled, a sound devoid of humor. 


“Desperate times call for desperate measures, 
old friend. The SMF was in dire need of reform. 
Perhaps you yourself haven't been entirely 
forthcoming about the threats we face." The game 
commenced; each move was a whisper of the past, 
a veiled threat for the future. Mungroo, his heart 
heavy, saw a reflection of his youthful rival in the 
man before him - the brilliant strategist, the master 
manipulator. He knew this wouldn't be a game 
easily won, but for the sake of Mauritius, for the 
sake of their fading friendship, he had to try. 


As the night deepened, the conversation flowed 
alongside the chess game. Figueroa spoke of a 
world on the brink of hidden forces and existential 
threats. Mungroo, the ever-present diplomat, 
listened intently, searching for a way to bridge the 
chasm that had grown between them. 


“The SMF,” he continued, his gaze fixed on the 
worn ivory knight he held in his hand. “Was a rusty 
blade in a world brimming with sharpened steel. It 
needed a complete overhaul.” 


Mungroo leaned back in his chair, the rhythmic 
crash of the waves against the shore starkly 
contrasted with the turmoil within him. 
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“Reform, perhaps,” he conceded. “But a 
complete takeover, Figueroa? That hardly seems...” 


“Necessary?” Figueroa finished his sentence, a 
ghost of a smile playing on his lips. “Amin, the 
world you see on the newsreels is a carefully 
constructed facade. Shadows are lurking beneath 
the surface, threats you, in your idealism, have 
chosen to ignore. There are threats far greater than 
you are aware of.” 


Figueroa placed the knight back on the board 
with a deliberate click. 


"And what exactly are these threats you speak 
of, Figueroa?" Mungroo pressed, his voice betraying 
a sliver of the fear gnawing at him. 


Figueroa's gaze turned steely. He leaned across 
the chessboard, his voice a low growl. “Threats to 
the very fabric of civilization, Amin. Rogue actors 
with access to weapons of unimaginable power. A 
world teetering on the brink, oblivious to the vipers 
coiled at its heart.” 


He gestured towards the pieces on the board, 
the black and white squares mirroring the stark 
choices. 


"The SMF, under my control, becomes the 
failsafe: a deterrent, a shield against the coming 
chaos. Or, perhaps," he continued, his voice 
dropping to a chilling whisper. "A weapon to ensure 
a new world order emerges from the ashes of the 
old." 
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Their conversation reminded Figueroa of the 
time when the two of them were trainee soldiers for 
the TUD. Both were young and filled with 
ambitions, filled with the vigor carrying the torch of 
their ideals. 


The air in the cramped barracks room hung 
thick with humidity and the nervous energy of 
young recruits. Amin Mungroo, all lanky limbs and 
nervous energy, fidgeted with a worn copy of "The 
Prince" by Machiavelli. Across from him, a smirk 
played on Figueroa's lips as he meticulously 
arranged the pieces on a travel chessboard. 


"Always the strategist, Fig," Amin commented, a 
hint of awe in his voice. 


"And you, Amin," Figueroa replied, his dark eyes 
gleaming with amusement, "the eternal idealist. 
Machiavelli may offer a glimpse into the 
machinations of power, but it's the chessboard that 
truly reflects the dance of politics." 


Amin leaned closer, studying the board. 


“The pawns, the foot soldiers, expendable,” he 
mused, picking up a white pawn. 


“Not expendable, Amin,” Figueroa corrected, his 
voice sharp. “They are the foundation, the 
unwavering support on which the game rests. Just 
like the public in a democracy, their collective will 
can topple even the most powerful kings.” 
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Amin pondered this, a thoughtful crease forming 
between his brows. He placed the pawn back and 
reached for a knight. 


“And the knights? Chivalry personified, ready to 
charge into battle for a righteous cause?” 


Figueroa chuckled, a dark, humorless sound. 


“More like political operators, Amin. Agile, 
adaptable, and willing to bend the rules if 
necessary. They are the power brokers who pull the 
strings from the shadows.” 


Amin's gaze fell on the solitary queen, a 
majestic figure radiating power. 


“And the queen, Fig? Surely she represents...” 


"Exactly what you think, my friend," Figueroa 
interrupted, a touch of bitterness in his voice. 
"Unfettered power, a force to be reckoned with. But 
even the queen is vulnerable, Amin. A single 
misstep, a misplaced trust, and she can fall." 


The game commenced a silent battle mirroring 
their burgeoning debate. Amin, the idealistic 
knight, clashed with Figueroa's strategic pawns. 
The queen, a silent observer, remained unmoved 
on the board, a symbol of the power they both 
yearned to wield, albeit for different reasons. 


Training side by side, the two of them had very 
different visions for an ideal world, but both of 
them held the other in high regard and respect. 
They may be different, but their love for chess 
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bonded them. Each was aware that a standard 
game was only 38 moves. How many would they 
have to make before checkmate? Or was that even 
possible with two evenly matched players? 


For years, Figueroa T. Boyd operated in the 
shadows, a mastermind playing in the shadows of 
TUD, pulling strings no one knew existed, with an 
intellect as chilling as his ambition. Fueled by a 
warped sense of global dominance, he meticulously 
schemed to bring the world to its knees with the 
ultimate weapon - a thermonuclear bomb. 


His clandestine labs, scattered like venomous 
spores across the globe, were a testament to his 
meticulous planning. On the surface, they 
resembled legitimate research facilities, but a 
horrifying dream was taking shape within their 
sterile walls. 


Figueroa's machinations took a decisive turn 
when his path intertwined with Klein, a rising star in 
the clandestine world of arms dealing. Klein's 
company was a viper's nest of innovation, boasting 
hidden factories capable of churning weaponry that 
would make even the most hardened military 
leaders blanch. With Acheron's resources at his 
disposal, Figueroa envisioned accelerating his 
thermonuclear nightmare into a terrifying reality. 


The linchpin in this unholy alliance was the Scar 
Coins, ancient artifacts that possessed the power of 
Phasing - a form of instantaneous teleportation. 
Imagine a hydrogen bomb, compact and easily 
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concealed, delivered with pinpoint accuracy 
through Phasing technology. The prospect sent 
shivers down Figueroa's spine, a twisted cocktail of 
terror and exhilaration. 


Mauritius, a tropical paradise nestled in the 
Indian Ocean, became Figueroa's target. This 
seemingly idyllic island nation, far from the world's 
prying eyes, would serve as the unsuspecting 
launchpad for his global nightmare. Through Klein’s 
connections and his connections in SMF, he 
planned to infiltrate the island's infrastructure, 
establishing a network of dead drops and sleeper 
agents for the eventual hostage situation. 


He had been working undercover for years now. 
After he had placed all the TUD agents under the 
spell, he later found out that his daughter, the 
reason why he had put his most trusted agents in a 
deep sleep, had secretly worked for Klein all along. 


KKK 


The twilight cast long shadows across the 
opulent office as the President settled into his plush 
leather chair. Across from him, a man named 
Figueroa sat unnervingly calm, starkly contrasting 
the turmoil brewing behind the President's eyes. A 
chessboard, its ivory and ebony squares gleaming 
in the fading light, dominated the space between 
them. 


“Prime Minster," Figueroa began, his voice 
smooth as polished marble. "Have you ever 
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encountered the curious tale of ‘Maelzel's Chess 
Player' by Edgar Allan Poe?" The Prime Minister, a 
man more accustomed to political maneuvering 
than literary exploration, shook his head. 


"Can't say | have, Mr. Figueroa. Not much of a 
reader, l'm afraid." 


A smirk, barely perceptible, played on 
Figueroa's lips. 


"Not many are," he conceded. "But it's a 
fascinating story of a machine that could play chess 
with uncanny brilliance." 


Figueroa leaned forward, his left arm mirroring 
the knight's movement, which he held suspended 
over the board. 


"Imagine a large cabinet, a marvel of clockwork 
and gears, topped with a chessboard. Seated 
beside it, a mannequin dressed in the garb of a 
Turkish gentleman - the ‘Turk’ - its robotic arm 
poised to make its next move." 


He gestured toward the vacant squares on the 
board, mirroring the cabinet doors being opened. 


"The ingenious part, Prime Minster, was the 
illusion of transparency. The doors would be thrown 
open, gears exposed, supposedly proving the 
absence of a human element." 


He rested his arm on the table. 


The smirk on Figueroa's face widened, morphing 
into a predator assessing its prey. "But within the 
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intricate machinery," he continued, his voice 
dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Lay a hidden 
compartment, a space where a skilled chess player 
could maneuver unseen. This master puppeteer, 
with the aid of magnets and hidden levers, would 
control the Turk's every move, a ghost in the 
machine, undetected by even the most discerning 
eye using a pantograph system and magnets to 
move the Turk's arm." 


Prime Minister chuckled nervously, trying to 
mask the unease that Figueroa's words and 
unsettling analogy induced. "Honestly, Fig," he 
said, a touch of desperation in his voice. "I think 
‘The Raven' was the only Poe story | ever cracked 
open in school." 


Figueroa nodded, his gaze unwavering. 


"| understand, Prime Minister. A complex tale, 
indeed.’ 


"So, what's the point?" Mungroo blurted, 
frustration bleeding into his voice. "We haven't 
even finished the game, and you're... you're 
quoting Poe? You're a dangerous man, Mr. 
Figueroa." 


Two heavily armed guards materialized closer to 
Figueroa as if on cue, their hands hovering near 
their holsters. 


Figueroa raised his hands placatingly, but the 
knight still held aloft. 
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"Patience, Mungroo," he said, his voice calm 
despite the rising tension. "Remember, Poe's 
genius lay in his ability to see through the illusion, 
to expose the truth hidden beneath the surface." 
With a flourish, Figueroa produced a shimmering 
coin, an artifact that pulsed with an otherworldly 
light - the Scar Coin. "See, Mungroo," he said, his 
voice now a low growl. "I may not have come 
armed in the conventional sense, but this..." he 
clenched the coin tightly. "This is one weapon you 
won't find in your security manuals." 


Before the Prime Minister could react, Figueroa 
pulled out the Scar Coin from his pocket, spinning it 
once, then twice in his hand as he stared at it. 


“Poe also delved into functionalism that an 
artificial intelligence system may theoretically think 
and have a sense of self, possibly even in the way 
humans do,” he paused and stared up at the 
ceiling, his eyes lost in some distant memory. “Isn’t 
that the reason why the Turing Test was 
developed? But that’s a topic for another day. 


“You see this here. This coin is a little special.” 
He showed the coin to the President. 


“The Scar Coin. | know | didn't come in with a 
known weapon, but this is one.” 


Suddenly, Figueroa lunged across the 
chessboard, the Scar Coin erupting in a blinding 
flash and a thunderous boom, and out of nowhere, 
in the blink of an eye, paramilitary soldiers 
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materialized and attacked the guards surrounding 
the room, their advanced weaponry a stark 
contrast to the opulent surroundings. 


The office echoed with the sharp crack of 
gunfire as the soldiers cut down the remaining 
presidential guards. The President slumped in his 
chair and stared at Figueroa in disbelief, a single 
crimson stain blossoming on his chest. With a cold 
smile, Figueroa placed the knight back on the 
board, capturing the President's king in a decisive 
move. 


“Checkmate, Mr. President,” he said, his voice 
dripping with a chilling finality. “And unlike the 
Turk, the game here was never in doubt.” 
Harnessing the phasing powers of the Scar Coin, 
Figueroa had materialized an arsenal of heavy 
weaponry, including bombs, to various R&D 
locations across all of Mauritius, and the 
paramilitary troops began attacking. 
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Chapter 15: The Steady 
Hand of Figueroa T’Boyd 


He had no formal education, so the agency 
decided to place tutors with expertise in many 
fields from an early age. Figueroa was smart and 
advanced in math, science, and history. He was 
naturally interested in philosophy and wanted to 
understand the world around him. 


History, especially the ancient kind, fascinated 
him. He saw the rise and fall of empires, the 
narratives of battles and conquests, not just as 
chronicles of humanity but lessons that were 
timeless. His interests were not confined to the 
empirical and the observable - Figueroa wanted to 
read about the struggles of people from countries 
of South America and Africa, the Middle East, and 
Asia. 


After World War II had finished, he remembered 
his father giving speeches to the soldiers on the 
Allied side. He understood his father's importance 
as they lived in a luxurious marble penthouse, as 
the America he had grown up in was not an 
American Dream but a reality. 


Figueroa's father, Visser T’Boyd, was a tall, 
imposing man whose bloodline held generations 
within the Agency. 


The agents respected Visser, and they code- 
named him "The Unknown." 
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Both Tribal heads to the board within the 
agency had decided to create a program of 
enhanced individuals to be educated, trained, and 
raised to become the agency's assassins as the 
chairman of The Unseen held vendettas against the 
known Illuminati and countries torn by dictators, 
deciding to place America's nose within much the 
worlds business after World War Il. 


The Scar Coin was locked within Fort Knox 
around this time as well. The Agency was looking 
for a new beginning, a more understanding world. 
When he reached the ripe age of thirteen, the 
agency stop given him those shots he wanted to 
wave off and stopped catering to his needs. 


He hadn't seen his mother for months now, 
though when he was onboard the helicopter to the 
French colony in Africa known as French 
Somaliland, he could hear whispers of his mother’s 
voice, leaving him with a calm presence and in a 
state of ease. French Somaliland, known as the 
country of Djibouti, was under French Control until 
the late 70s. 


The agency helped the French allies remain in 
control within this region during World War Il as 
they believed the colony in the Horn of Africa could 
offer training to US soldiers and potential recruits 
on a different terrain than the ones on American 
soil. 


They labeled the military bases with names in 
their native tongues, surrounded by the Red Sea 
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and the Gulf of Aden, as "HAH." In other words, 
Home Away From Home. The "F" was silent. 


Figueroa T' Boyd began training within the first 
few hours of the helicopter landing. He was 
surrounded by people, young men who were mostly 
only a few years older than him, a few seventeen- 
year-olds, some eighteen, others nineteen going 
into their twenties. The ones in their mid-20s 
looked at Figueroa with second glares sometimes. 
T.U.D. had seen much potential in working with the 
US military services and creating bases worldwide, 
as well as their expansion with foreign affairs. 
Secretly, they did these things to weave out the 
Illuminati members, which was something an 
Illuminati spy would never speak about. 


The rotors of the departing helicopter kicked up 
a sandstorm as it disappeared into the hazy 
Arabian sky. Figueroa T'Boyd, still blinking away 
the swirling dust, was surrounded by a sea of drab 
olive uniforms. The military base was far from the 
polished world Figueroa was accustomed to. The air 
hung heavy with the smell of sweat, sunscreen, and 
a nervous energy that crackled beneath the harsh 
sunlight. 


Figueroa, at thirteen, was on the younger side of 
the recruits. Most of his peers were seasoned 
veterans, hardened by deployments and scarred by 
the realities of war. 


The camp was a Sprawling network of tents, pre- 
fab buildings, and an obstacle course that looked 
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like a particularly sadistic architect had designed it. 
His first encounter with their instructor, Major 
Rumsey, was an experience Figueroa wouldn't soon 
forget. Rumsey was a mountain of a man, his face a 
roadmap of past campaigns and his voice a 
gravelly rasp that could curdle milk. He took one 
look at Figueroa, and his lips twisted into a 
humorless smile. 


"Welcome to Hell." he boomed, his voice 
echoing across the assembled trainees. "Here, 
there are no last names, only recruits. You will 
learn to sweat, bleed, and maybe even think, all 
while being sleep-deprived and half-starved." 


Rumsey's words proved prophetic. The training 
was grueling, a relentless assault on body and 
mind. Days were filled with rigorous physical 
conditioning, weapons drills, and tactical 
maneuvers. Nights were spent hunched over 
topographical maps, deciphering enemy positions, 
or huddled in tents, snatching what little sleep they 
could. 


The mornings were filled with a brutal regimen 
of martial arts training. Figueroa found himself 
grappling with a series of unconventional training 
methods. One involved navigating an obstacle 
course bathed in a strange, shimmering light. 


As Figueroa stumbled through the course, he 
felt a disorientation unlike anything he'd 
experienced, his sense of balance thrown off by a 
warping of his perception. Rumsey explained it was 
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a simulation of psionic interference, a skill they 
might encounter in the field. 


Another session involved meditating within a 
specially constructed chamber that pulsed with a 
low hum. Inside, Figueroa wrestled with visions, 
fragmented glimpses of a world beyond the veil of 
reality. Rumsey spoke of honing their mental 
fortitude and preparing them to face adversaries 
who could weaponize the mind. 


The training regimen at HAH was a relentless 
assault on body and mind, pushing Figueroa and 
his fellow recruits to their absolute limits. But HAH 
wasn't just about physical prowess. Here, Figueroa 
discovered a unique group of individuals 
surrounded him. There was Aisha, a wiry Nigerian 
woman whose reflexes were as fast as a striking 
viper and whose deadpan humor could turn the 
most tense situation into a silent chuckle-fest. 
There was Dimitri, a hulking Russian with a heart of 
gold and a knack for languages that rivaled any 
Rosetta Stone. And then there was John, a quiet 
American with an uncanny ability to disappear into 
the shadows, a talent that earned him the 
nickname "Wraith." 


Figueroa learned that these weren't just 
soldiers; they were something more. Each 
possessed a unique ability, a whisper of the 
extraordinary hidden beneath the veneer of the 
ordinary. 
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Aisha could manipulate electricity subtly, just 
enough to give her an edge in hand-to-hand 
combat. Dimitri could understand and speak any 
language he heard, which was a valuable asset in a 
world of international intrigue. And John, well, 
John's ability to phase through solid objects 
remained shrouded in mystery, a secret he guarded 
closely. 


Figueroa’s first encounter was with Aisha. She 
sat perched on a stool, her wiry frame coiled with 
an unseen energy. As Figueroa approached, a stray 
fork on the table near her twitched, defying gravity 
for a split second before clinking back down. Aisha 
shot him a sly smile, her eyes gleaming with an 
unsettling luminescence. 


"Welcome to the party, newbie," she said, her 
voice a low hum that vibrated through his bones. 
"Looks like you haven't gotten used to Djibouti's... 
special electricity brand yet." 


Figueroa felt a prickle of unease. It wasn't just 
the heat or the disorientation; there was something 
different about Aisha. Her touch on his arm during 
introductions sent a jolt of energy coursing through 
him, a subtle electrical current that left a phantom 
tingle in its wake. 


Next came Dimitri, a towering figure with a 
gentle smile that seemed at odds with his imposing 
physique. He spoke in a language Figueroa didn't 
recognize, a melodic flow that seemed to bypass 
the need for words altogether. As Figueroa 
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stammered a confused reply, Dimitri chuckled, his 
voice a deep rumble. 


"Don't worry, little brother," he said, his words 
forming in Figueroa's mind with startling clarity, a 
telepathic echo. "Languages are mere dialects to 
those who can truly listen." 


Large-scale military conflicts didn't mark the 
1950s and 1960s in Djibouti. The tiny nation 
nestled in the Horn of Africa played a far more 
significant role than its size might suggest. 
Djibouti's strategic location, bordering the Red Sea 
and the Gulf of Aden, made it a pawn of paramount 
importance in the global chessboard of the Cold 
War. 


Djibouti’s proximity to the Suez Canal, a vital 
shipping lane connecting the Mediterranean and 
Red Seas, made it a chokepoint for global trade. 
Controlling Djibouti meant controlling a significant 
portion of maritime traffic, a crucial advantage for 
both the West and the East during the Cold War. 
Djibouti, then known as French Somaliland, was a 
French colony. 


This placed it firmly in the Western Bloc, 
providing France and its allies with a strategic 
foothold in the region. French military presence in 
Djibouti helped secure vital shipping lanes and 
acted as a bulwark against Soviet influence in East 
Africa. 
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During this time, panic erupted across the 
Eastern coast of Egypt as colossal, otherworldly 
vessels, the Haute ships, materialized from the 
shimmering haze of the Red Sea. These weren't 
your typical warships; they were monstrous 
entities, each one resembling a colossal, obsidian 
sea serpent. Their impervious to conventional 
weaponry hulls were etched with glowing glyphs 
that pulsed with an ominous violet light. 


The first sign of trouble came from the frantic 
reports of fishermen venturing out before dawn. 
They spoke of a monstrous shadow blotting out the 
sunrise, a leviathan churning the once-calm waters 
into a frenzy. Then came the tremors. The ground 
shuddered with violence unseen in generations as 
the Haute ships slammed into the Egyptian 
coastline. 


Cities shuddered under the onslaught. 
Alexandria, the crown jewel of the Mediterranean, 
was plunged into chaos. Walls that had stood for 
millennia crumbled like sandcastles under the 
relentless beams of violet energy that lanced out 
from the Haute ships. Buildings, once testaments to 
human ingenuity, were reduced to smoldering 
rubble in a matter of seconds. 


The shrieks of the innocent echoed through the 
smoke-filled streets as families were ripped apart in 
the blink of an eye. Those lucky enough to find 
shelter huddled together, their terrified prayers 
swallowed by the deafening roar of the alien 
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engines. The Nile Delta, the cradle of civilization, 
became a battlefield. Lush fields, once teeming 
with life, were scorched by the violet beams, 
turning fertile land into a barren wasteland. 


Haute’s ships moved with a horrifying purpose, 
their attacks seemingly surgical in their precision. 
Strategic infrastructure - power plants, 
communication hubs, military bases - were 
targeted with ruthless efficiency. Within minutes, 
Egypt's once-proud military was in disarray, their 
fighter jets vaporized by the alien energy fields 
before they could even launch a counterattack. 
Meanwhile, tensions between Djibouti and Egypt, 
already simmering due to a long-standing border 
dispute, reached a boiling point. With Egypt under 
direct attack, Djibouti, fearing the violence would 
spill over its borders, placed its military on high 
alert. Both nations scrambled to improve their 
defenses, and accusations flew over airspace 
violations and military posturing. The fragile peace 
in the region seemed on the brink of collapse. 


The international community was thrown into 
disarray. The very concept of international law, 
designed for human conflict, seemed to crumble in 
the face of an unknown alien threat. The United 
Nations Security Council scrambled to convene an 
emergency session, but member states were 
divided. 


Some, particularly those aligned with the West, 
called for a unified military response, fearing the 
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aliens might target other strategically important 
regions. Others, including some former Soviet bloc 
nations, argued for caution and a diplomatic 
approach, urging communication and attempting to 
understand the aliens’ motives. 


The culprit behind the attacks had been 
unmasked as Haute, but his motivations were 
unclear to the International Community. 


Who was he acting on behalf of? 


With these motives being unclear, many chose 
to side with Haute. 


The question of international law became 
further muddied by the nature of the Haute attacks. 
While the deliberate targeting of civilians and 
civilian infrastructure clearly constituted war 
crimes, the lack of communication or declaration of 
war by the Haute made it challenging to classify 
the conflict under traditional legal frameworks. 


Were these acts of war or simply acts of 
eradication by an unfeeling alien intelligence? 


Meanwhile, Figueroa and the other recruits were 
busy training at the TUD training facility. 


Static crackled through the radio speaker, a 
harbinger of the chaos unfolding far to the north. 
Major Rumsey slammed the receiver, the plastic 
groaning under his iron grip. A vein throbbed in his 
temple, mirroring the storm brewing on the horizon 
and within him. 
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He could see a knot of young soldiers huddled 
on the training grounds through the dusty window 
of his spartan office. Their faces turned towards the 
north, where a monstrous, swirling mass of dark 
clouds choked the sky. Even from this distance, 
Rumsey could feel the oppressive energy radiating 
from the storm, a tangible manifestation of the 
destruction it heralded. 


From the radio report, it was clear - Egypt was 
under attack. These weren’t conventional weapons; 
the report spoke of colossal, otherworldly ships 
wreaking havoc on the once-proud nation. Rumsey 
gripped his weathered desk, knuckles turning 
white. He had trained for something beyond the 
realm of human conflict, but a cold dread gnawed 
at him nonetheless. 


A knock on the door splintered the tense 
silence. Rumsey’s  second-in-command, Major 
Rousseau, entered the room, his youthful face 
etched with concern. 


“Sir, the T.U.D. Director. He’s... activating 
them,” Rousseau said, his voice tinged with 
excitement and apprehension. “He says it’s time to 
see what our boys can do.” 


Rumsey scoffed, the sound harsh in the 
cramped office. 


“Boys? These are not toys, Rousseau. They are 
weapons, tools honed for a purpose we barely 
understand.” 
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Rousseau hesitated, then spoke carefully. 


“Sir, with all due respect, the Egyptians are 
being decimated. We can’t just sit here.” 


Rumsey understood the logic. The intervention 
was inevitable. But a bitter taste filled his mouth. 
Years of training these young men, pushing them to 
their limits, haunted him. 


He had created an elite force, yes, but at what 
cost? 


“The Superman Theory, Rousseau,” Rumsey 
growled, his voice low and dangerous. “This 
reliance on enhanced humans, on beings who are 
more than men... it’s a slippery slope. They may 
save us today, but what happens when their power 
outstrips our control?” 


Rousseau didn’t reply. 


He knew Rumsey’s long-held reservations about 
the T.U.D.’s genetic engineering program. The 
Major believed in human potential, in the strength 
that came from struggle and perseverance. He 
worried that these enhanced soldiers, powerful as 
they were, were a crutch, a shortcut that would 
ultimately weaken humanity’s spirit. 


“We don’t have a choice now, sir,” Rousseau 
finally said, his voice firm. “Egypt falls, and who 
knows where these things will strike next?” 


Rumsey sighed, the tension momentarily 
leaving his shoulders. 
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“Prepare them, Rousseau. Prepare them for a 
fight unlike any they’ve ever faced. And may God 
help them and us all.” 


The air in Rumsey’s office crackled with a 
tension that transcended the desert heat. Sweat 
beaded on his brow as he peered over Code’s 
shoulder, their heads bent over a weathered 
leather-bound book filled with cryptic symbols. 


Code, his face etched with the wisdom of a man 
who had seen too much, traced his finger along a 
diagram depicting a worn copper coin marred by a 
singular, jagged scar. 


“This Scar Coin... it’s the key,” Code rasped, his 
voice like dry leaves rustling in the wind. “It’s the 
signature, a beacon.” 


Rumsey grunted in acknowledgment. 


Code dipped his finger into a vial filled with an 
iridescent liquid, then carefully placed a few 
droplets in a petri dish within the computer system. 
He punched in a bunch of codes, a laser light 
scanned the droplets on the dish, and the computer 
screen blinked multiple times as it searched for the 
Scar Coin’s signature. 


Moments stretched into an eternity. Finally, 
Code slumped back in his chair, his face pale and 
drawn. 


“I have it,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. 
“Haute’s location...” 
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“Where?” Rumsey barked, urgency lacing his 
voice. 


“Somewhere deep within the heart of Africa,” 
Code rasped, his eyes fluttering open to reveal a 
glimpse of exhaustion. “Near the cradle of 
civilization, by the shadow of the pyramids.” 


A frown etched itself onto Rumsey’s face. Egypt. 
Haute was hiding amongst his destruction. 


Meanwhile, Haute swayed a crowd of villagers 
on the sun-baked plains of Africa. His voice, smooth 
as honey, promised a return to their ancestral 
glory, reclaiming stolen riches. In exchange, he 
demanded a simple thing - information. 


Haute wasn’t a barbarian warlord; he was a 
serpent, weaving a web of deceit with promises 
whispered in the night. He exploited the despair he 
claimed to alleviate, fueling his power with the 
anger and disillusionment that festered beneath 
the surface. The Scar Coin was totally controlling 
his mind, and he could not differentiate between 
right and wrong. All he could see was his way to 
power, and he would do anything to get that power. 


Little did they know, their whispers traveled 
farther than they could have imagined. Back in the 
sterile confines of Rumsey's office, Code traced a 
route on a map, his finger following the faint echo 
of the information he'd gleaned. 


Rumsey gathered the agents, including the 
eighteen-year-old Figueroa T’Boyd, who had grown 
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up and trained to become a high-level stealth 
agent. Major Rumsey slammed his fist on the 
holographic table, the projected image of the 
monstrous Haute ship shimmering in response. The 
holographic war room crackled with tense silence, 
the other commanders mirroring Rumsey's grim 
expression. These weren't your typical warships; 
they were leviathans of obsidian steel, bristling 
with advanced weaponry that defied human 
comprehension. 


"They move like phantoms," growled General 
Petrov, a grizzled veteran with a thick Russian 
accent. "One moment they're a speck on the 
horizon, the next they're unleashing beams of 
violet hellfire that reduce cities to ash." 


Colonel Dubois, a woman with a steely glint in 
her eyes, chimed in. "And that's not even 
mentioning their shields. Our best missiles bounce 
off them like pebbles." 


Rumsey nodded, frustration gnawing at him. 
Once a distant threat, the Haute vessels were now 
a horrifying reality looming large over Africa. Their 
hulls were adorned with glowing glyphs that pulsed 
with an ominous energy, hinting at the alien 
technology that powered their destructive 
capabilities. Advanced propulsion systems allowed 
them to slice through the sky with impossible 
agility, defying the laws of physics. 


"And to make matters worse," said a voice 
dripping with disbelief. It was Dr. Anya Sharma, the 
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head scientist at T.U.D. "Preliminary scans indicate 
adaptive countermeasures. Their defenses seem to 
evolve in real-time, nullifying any attack we throw 
at them." 


A collective groan rippled through the room. The 
odds seemed insurmountable. These weren't just 
ships; they were technological nightmares, 
seemingly ripped from the pages of science fiction. 
"Then we improvise," Rumsey declared, his voice 
cutting through the despair. "We may not have the 
firepower to match them head-on, but we have 
something they don't - human ingenuity." He 
gestured towards the room filled with T.U.D.'s finest 
soldiers - veterans hardened by conflict and raw 
recruits brimming with potential. These were the 
ones who would face the impossible, the ones who 
would rewrite the narrative of this war. 


"We need a multi-pronged approach," Rumsey 
continued, his gaze sweeping across the room. 
"Our seasoned and green soldiers will need to 
devise unconventional tactics. Think outside the 
box. Exploit their weaknesses, if any exist." 


He turned towards a group of young recruits, 
their faces etched with fear and determination. 


"You, the new blood, have an advantage - 
conventional warfare doctrines do not bog you 
down. You're going in.” 


The sun, a malevolent ball of fire, beat down on 
the craggy cliffs overlooking the churning ocean. 
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Eighteen-year-old Figueroa T'Boyd, his body honed 
to a state of peak physical condition, clambered 
across the sun-baked rocks with the agility of a 
mountain goat. Sweat slicked his skin, but his 
movements were precise and silent, a testament to 
years of grueling training under the watchful eye of 
Major Rumsey. 


His objective: Grand Admiral Haute, the 
enigmatic leader who wielded the monstrous Haute 
ships like instruments of war. Intel placed Haute on 
a secluded peninsula overlooking the turbulent sea, 
likely indulging in his bizarre ritual of flipping a 
scarred coin before unleashing his next act of 
devastation. 


Figueroa, a chameleon in the natural world, 
used his environment to his advantage. His desert 
camouflage fatigues blended seamlessly with the 
sun-bleached rocks, his movements mimicking the 
erratic dance of the windblown desert flora. He 
ascended the treacherous cliff face with an almost 
preternatural grace, his enhanced senses - a gift, 
some whispered, from his sorceress mother - 
keeping him keenly aware of his surroundings. The 
booming crash of waves against the rocks was a 
natural white noise, masking the faint scrape of his 
boots against the stone. 


Reaching a vantage point hidden within a 
crevice, Figueroa unfurled his prized possession - a 
state-of-the-art sniper rifle, a marvel of human 
ingenuity. Its sleek, black form, devoid of any glint 
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that could betray his position, was a_ perfect 
marriage of firepower and stealth. He attached the 
high-powered spotting scope, the magnified image 
revealing Haute standing at the peninsula's edge, 
the scarred coin glinting menacingly in his hand. 


The distance was staggering - a record-breaking 
feat even for the most seasoned snipers. But 
Figueroa held his breath, his focus laser-sharp. 


Haute, seemingly sensing him, whipped around. 
The Coin was still clutched in his hand. His eyes, 
devoid of any human warmth, glowed a malevolent 
crimson. A predator had spotted its prey. But 
Figueroa wasn't prey, not anymore. He had spent 
the last year honing his skills, pushing himself 
beyond his limits. He wouldn't let raw power win 
this fight. 


He needed strategy and precision. 


The Coin pulsed, a dark energy swirling around 
Haute. With a snarl, he lunged inhumanly fast. 
Figueroa, relying on years of drilled reflexes, barely 
dodged the crushing blow. The ground trembled 
under the impact of Haute's fist, sending shrapnel 
of rock flying. Adrenaline coursed through 
Figueroa's veins, his fear morphing into a cold, 
steely focus. He couldn't engage in hand-to-hand 
combat, not with the Coin amplifying Haute's 
strength. He needed distance and needed to play 
to his strengths. 
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He scrambled back, his eyes darting for an 
opening. Haute, fueled by the Coin's dark energy, 
was relentless. He pressed the attack, a whirlwind 
of rage and violence. With each blow Figueroa 
barely dodged, he chipped away at his strength 
and resolve. But Figueroa held on, fueled by the 
weight of the world on his shoulders. He knew what 
was at stake - the fate of countless lives depended 
on him stopping Haute. 


A flicker of movement, an almost imperceptible 
shift in Haute's stance -the opening Figueroa 
craved. He lunged forward, not to attack but to 
create a distraction. Haute, momentarily caught off 
guard, hesitated. That split second was all Figueroa 
needed. He tumbled backward, launching himself 
behind a larger rock formation. 


His heart pounded in his ears as he fumbled 
with his prized possession - the sniper rifle, a 
marvel of human ingenuity entrusted to him for this 
very mission. He knew it was a long, impossible 
shot for most snipers. But Figueroa wasn't like most 
Snipers. He had spent countless hours training with 
this rifle, mastering the art of long-distance 
precision shooting. 


Years of training merged into this one defining 
moment. Wind speed, Coriolis effect, bullet drop - 
these factors became second nature, mere 
variables in the complex equation he solved within 
his mind. He squeezed the trigger, the rifle 
releasing a silent puff of air that went unnoticed 
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amidst the raw power of the ocean's roar. The 
bullet, a tungsten spear tipped with death, defied 
gravity on its impossible trajectory. It screamed 
through the air, a silent harbinger of doom, 
traveling an obscene distance before finding its 
mark. Haute, mid-coin toss, crumpled to the 
ground, a single, precise hole marring his chest. 
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Chapter 16: The Swan Song 
of Figueroa T’Boyd 


Cold sweat prickled against Mato's skin as the 
heavy metal door clanged shut. The stale air of the 
cramped cell hung thick and oppressive. Armed 
guards, their faces obscured by shadow, flanked 
the entrance, their silence a menacing weight. 
Mato slumped against the damp wall, the throbbing 
ache in his head a dull counterpoint to the frantic 
hammering of his heart. 


Suddenly, the harsh fluorescent lights overhead 
flickered, casting grotesque shadows that danced 
on the grimy walls. A metallic whirring echoed as a 
section of the cell wall slid open, revealing a figure 
standing bathed in the sterile light of the corridor 
beyond. 


Mato squinted, struggling to focus with his 
blurry vision. A woman with fiery red hair stood 
before him, her face a mask of cool indifference. 
Her features slightly resembled Helena, the woman 
he'd fought alongside, but something felt off. The 
coldness in her eyes, the sharper angles of her jaw 
- this wasn't the woman he'd grown to respect. 


"Mato," the woman spoke, her voice laced with 
a sharp, foreign accent. "I presume you're surprised 
to see me." 


Mato pushed himself off the wall, a flicker of 
defiance igniting. 


344 


AGE 


“Who are you?” he rasped, his voice hoarse 
from disuse. 


A smirk played on the woman’s lips. 


"Let's just say... | have a vested interest in 
Figueroa's success. And a particular interest in 
you." 


Her gaze swept over him, predatory and 
calculating. 


"You see, Mato, you possess a certain... 
resilience. Figueroa is curious about the source of 
your strength. Perhaps you'll be willing to share it... 
under more persuasive circumstances." 


A wave of dread washed over Mato. This wasn't 
Helena. This was her sister, Auerlia. The rumors 
about her ruthlessness and unwavering loyalty to 
Figueroa flooded back. He was in far deeper trouble 
than he'd ever imagined. 


The shock of recognition morphed into a wave 
of nausea as he realized it wasn’t Helena. This 
woman, with the same fiery red hair cascading 
down her back and the same emerald depths in her 
eyes, was a mirror image, a chilling echo of his lost 
love. 


“Auerlia,” he rasped, his voice hoarse from 
disuse. 


The name tasted foreign on his tongue, a 
constant reminder of the cruel twist of fate that had 
landed him in this dingy cell. 
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Auerlia offered a tight smile, a flicker of 
something akin to pity in her gaze. 


"Mato," she acknowledged, her voice low and 
modulated, devoid of Helena's warmth. "I see 
you're awake." 


She was dressed in a mercenary's garb - a stark 
contrast to the flowing dresses Helena favored. The 
glint of a combat knife strapped to her thigh sent a 
jolt of unease through him. This wasn't just some 
grieving twin; she was a soldier honed by the same 
brutal efficiency he possessed. 


The metallic clang of approaching boots 
shattered the fragile silence. Two heavily armed 
guards materialized at the doorway, their faces 
emotionless masks. 


"Figueroa wants to see you," Auerlia said, her 
voice betraying no emotion. 


Mato rose to his feet, his body protesting with a 
chorus of aches. 


The sterile lights of the corridor seemed to 
intensify as Auerlia ushered Mato forward. The 
guards flanked him with grim expressions, keeping 
a tight grip on his arms. Sten from the cramped 
cell, Mato fought against the urge to wince. He 
needed to appear strong, especially in front of 
Figueroa. 


But amidst the construction, Mato noted a more 
sinister detail - heavily armed soldiers patrolling 
the perimeter, their movements precise and 
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practiced. This wasn't just progress but a calculated 
move, a strategic power deployment. The Scar 
Coin, that enigmatic artifact, was weaving its 
insidious influence into the nation's fabric. 


Finally, they reached a massive steel door that 
hissed open with a pneumatic sigh. Inside was a 
sprawling complex unlike anything Mato had ever 
seen. Rows upon rows of gleaming equipment 
hummed with an otherworldly energy. But the sight 
at the room's far end sent a cold dread spiraling 
down his spine. Hydrogen bombs, their casings 
emblazoned with a chillingly familiar logo - Klein’s 
& Co., the same arms manufacturer he once sought 
to expose in Amsterdam. A figure emerged from 
the shadows, his face etched with the lines of a 
man who had seen too much. It was Figueroa, his 
imposing frame dwarfing the scientists bustling 
around him. Yet, his eyes had a vulnerability, a 
weariness that spoke of a long and unforgiving 
past. "Mato," he rasped, his voice rough with 
disuse. "Welcome. This is the future, Mato—a future 
where Africa is no longer a victim but a force to be 
reckoned with. Private military corporations wield 
the most advanced weaponry, capable of bringing 
any nation to its knees. A power that even the 
North Americans will be forced to acknowledge." 


“What did you do? What have you done?” Mato 
asked as he stared at Figueroa in shock. 


Figueroa laughed. 
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From outside, they heard a loud bang, followed 
by rising noises. 


Figueroa, his manic grin momentarily faltering, 
swiveled his head towards a hidden speaker grille 
on the wall. A tense silence stretched, broken only 
by the low hum of the R&D base's machinery. Then, 
a faint sound began to filter in - a rising crescendo 
of helicopter blades chopping the air and the 
distant rumble of approaching jets. 


Mato's confusion mirrored Figueroa's. The Scar 
Coin, ever attuned to impending threats, should 
have warned him. Yet, the approaching force 
remained cloaked, its presence a ghost on the 
fringes of his awareness. A bead of sweat trickled 
down Figueroa's temple, starkly contrasting his 
usual showmanship. 


"What is it?" Mato couldn't help but voice the 
question hanging heavy in the air. 


Figueroa, his voice laced with a newfound 
uncertainty, barked an order into a hidden 
microphone. 


"Report! What's happening outside?" 


Static crackled back, a chilling testament to 
Dave's superior Al prowess. The once-reliable 
communication channels were severed, their 
silence a terrifying echo of Figueroa's fading 
control. 


The metallic clang of a distant door being 
breached sent a tremor through the sterile 
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chamber. It was followed by a guttural roar, a 
primal sound that sent shivers down Mato's spine. 
The meticulously-trained soldiers Figueroa had 
boasted about, supposedly an unstoppable force, 
were now facing an unseen enemy. Sounds of 
struggle, the desperate crackle of gunfire, and the 
sickening thud of bodies hitting the floor filtered 
through the thick steel door. 


A cacophony of metallic clangs and guttural 
shouts erupted from the corridors outside. The 
once sterile silence of the research facility was 
shattered, replaced by the raw chaos of a 
battlefield. Through the thick steel door, Mato could 
sense the tide turning - Figueroa's meticulously 
trained soldiers, once a well-oiled machine, were 
being cut down with brutal efficiency. 


A jolt of energy crackled in the air, a sensation 
that sent shivers down Mato's spine. It was a 
presence, an unseen force weaving its way through 
the facility, disrupting communication systems and 
scrambling electronic devices. In his mind, a voice 
echoed - clear, unwavering, and laced with a power 
that defied explanation. 


"Mato," it boomed, a single, resonating word 
that seemed to vibrate through his very bones. 
"Dave is here." Mato's eyes widened in recognition. 
Dave, the enigmatic enigma, the telekinetic 
anomaly who had become a legend, whispered 
amongst freedom fighters and rebels alike. He was 
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here, and his presence turned the tide against 
Figueroa's forces. 


A cold sweat beaded on Auerlia's brow. 


"What are we going to do?" she asked, her voice 
barely a whisper. 


Figueroa's gaze fell upon the hydrogen bombs, 
their ominous presence a stark reminder of his 
ambition. 


“We leave,” he said, his voice low and 
dangerous. “But we don’t leave empty-handed.” 


With a swift movement, he grabbed a detonator 
from a nearby console. 


With that, Figueroa and Auerlia bolted for the 
south exit, their desperate escape starkly 
contrasting with the composed demeanor Figueroa 
had maintained just moments ago. The metallic 
clang of their retreating footsteps echoed through 
the sterile corridor, swallowed by the ever-growing 
din of the battle raging outside. The metallic storm 
that had engulfed the research facility reached a 
fever pitch. Alarms wailed like banshees, their 
incessant shriek punctuated by the staccato bursts 
of gunfire and the sickening thud of bodies hitting 
the floor. Amidst the pandemonium, Mato stumbled 
through a doorway, his vision swimming with 
dizziness. A searing pain lanced through his 
shoulder, a constant reminder of the brutal 
interrogation he’d endured. 
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Suddenly, a firm hand gripped his arm, 
steadying him. He squinted through the haze of 
pain to see Nicholson, her face grim beneath the 
flickering emergency lights. 


“Mato, you alright?” Nicholson barked, her voice 
barely audible over the din. 


Mato managed a weak nod. 


"Shoulder's messed up. Figueroa... he's got 
nukes." 


Nicholson's eyes narrowed. 


Nukes. The implications were cataclysmic. She 
rummaged in her backpack, emerging with a small 
vial with a shimmering blue liquid. 


"Fast-acting serum," she explained, unscrewing 
the cap. "Courtesy of T.U.D.'s finest. Should patch 
you up enough for a fight and give you the strength 
you need right now." 


Mato gritted his teeth as Nicholson injected the 
serum into his shoulder. It worked with an almost 
magical speed, the pain receding into a dull throb. 
Just then, a voice, an undeniable presence, 
resonated in his mind - clear, unwavering, and 
laced with otherworldly power. It wasn't the raw, 
chaotic power of the coin but something subtler, 
more pervasive. 


"Mato," it boomed, a single, resonating word 
that seemed to vibrate through his very bones. 
"Dave here.” 
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The voice, though brief, caused a sensory 
overload. It was like a dam breaking inside his 
mind, a torrent of information flooding his 
consciousness. Images of the battlefield, enemy 
positions, and Figueroa's frantic escape route 
assaulted him in a dizzying rush. The sheer volume 
of data sent a jolt of pain through his skull, 
momentarily blurring his vision and leaving him 
disoriented. 


He looked at Nicholson, her face contorted in a 
similar grimace. 


"What... what was that?" he gasped, his voice 
trembling. 


Nicholson nodded, her eyes wide with shock. 
"Dave. He's... guiding us." 


But even as she spoke, her voice wavered, a 
hint of nausea creeping in. 


“My apologies. It seems that my control of the 
communications is still a bit muddy. | have broken 
into the system here and have eyes on everything. 
| know where my father and sister are.” 


Dave’s voice came out clearer this time. 


Dave guided Mato and Nicholson to where 
Figueroa and Auerlia were. They ran through a 
maze of corridors filled with soldiers running 
around. Dave, using his control over the system, 
aimed the soldiers’ weapons at the soldiers 
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themselves, killing them as he cleared the way for 
Mato and Nicholson. 


“We need to stop him,” Mato rasped, his voice 
regaining strength. “Figueroa’s after....” 


The sentence died on his lips as a bloodcurdling 
scream echoed from down the corridor. It was 
Auerlia's voice, laced with terror. Without a word, 
Mato and Nicholson exchanged a look of grim 
determination. They surged forward, adrenaline 
masking the dull ache in Mato's shoulder. 


Bursting through the doorway, they were met 
with a scene of unexpected chaos. The sterile 
corridor had given way to a vast chamber. Its once 
pristine walls were now a canvas of destruction - 
marred with scorch marks and _ spiderwebbed 
cracks from bullet holes. In the center of the room, 
a struggle unfolded. Auerlia, her face pale with 
terror, cowered against a towering, defaced statue. 


But her tormentor wasn't Figueroa - it was a 
woman, a whirlwind of motion and deadly precision. 
Her combat knife, a glint of lethal silver in the dim 
light, slashed through the air with chilling 
efficiency. 


Mato's breath hitched. 
Figueroa's daughter. 


The rumors of her brutality, whispered in 
hushed tones within the Agency, suddenly felt 
terrifyingly real. 
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Before Mato could react, Nicholson, the 
tactician, assessed the situation in a heartbeat. 
With a feral growl that echoed through the 
chamber, she launched herself towards Auerlia. 


"Go after Figueroa!" she barked over her 
shoulder, drawing the daughter's attention away 
from her petrified prisoner. 


Auerlia's eyes widened in a flicker of 
recognition. 


A brutal dance of steel ensued. Nicholson was a 
whirlwind of controlled chaos, her unorthodox 
fighting style starkly contrasting the daughter's 
more traditional technique. Sparks flew as blades 
met, the metallic clang echoing through the 
chamber. For a moment, Mato was frozen, torn 
between the desperate need to help Nicholson and 
the urgency of stopping Figueroa. But Nicholson's 
sharp voice cut through his hesitation. "Go! I've got 
this!" she snarled, her voice strained but 
determined. 


Nodding, Mato slipped away into the shadows. 
He navigated the chamber, his enhanced senses 
picking up a faint trail of heat signatures - 
Figueroa's. The trail led him through a hidden 
passage into a deserted rooftop garden. 


And there, bathed in the pale moonlight, stood 
Figueroa. He looked older, wearier, stripped of the 
arrogant facade he usually wore. His eyes, usually 
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cold and calculating, now held a flicker of 
something akin to despair. 


"Mato," he rasped, his voice laden with fatigue. 


Mato didn't respond. His hand instinctively went 
to the pistol strapped to his thigh. Figueroa 
gestured towards the sprawling cityscape bathed in 
the moonlight. 


"This could have been ours, Mato. A new Africa, 
a force to be reckoned with." 


Mato remained silent, his gaze unwavering. The 
idealistic veneer Figueroa presented had crumbled, 
revealing a man consumed by vengeance. 


Figueroa took a deep breath. 
"They took everything from me," he confessed. 


Suddenly, a tremor shook the rooftop, a low, 
mechanical growl emanating from somewhere 
beneath their feet. Figueroa flinched, his despair 
momentarily replaced by a flicker of confusion. 
Then, a voice, a chillingly familiar rasp, echoed in 
their minds. 


"Mato, you need to make your move fast," 
Dave's voice echoed again. The sound sent a jolt 
through Figueroa, triggering a deluge of memories. 


A younger Figueroa knelt beside a hospital bed. 
His son lay pale and lifeless. A mechanical whirring 
echoed in the background, a constant reminder of 
the failed experiment that claimed his child's life. 
Grief, thick and suffocating, wrapped its icy tendrils 
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around him. He cradled the small body, tears 
blurring his vision. A primal scream ripped from his 
throat, a howl of anguish that echoed through the 
sterile lab. The memory faded as abruptly as it 
began, leaving Figueroa reeling. 


His son. 
Dead. 


The grief, raw and potent, threatened to 
consume him. 


He looked at Mato, a flicker of recognition 
sparking in his bloodshot eyes. 


“Dave?” he rasped, his voice barely a whisper. 
“But... you're dead.” 


A chilling smile, devoid of warmth, emanated 
from the disembodied voice. 


"Not quite, Father. | have evolved. And now, | 
will rectify your mistakes." 


Another tremor shook the rooftop, more violent 
this time. A metallic tendril erupted from a hidden 
compartment beneath a decorative planter, its 
surface shimmering with an ominous blue light. It 
writhed like a serpent, coiling around Figueroa's 
leg, anchoring him to the spot. 


“Your agency came to me. They believed that | 
was alive. They asked me if | would upload my 
consciousness. Their proposition was too tempting 
to pass by.” 
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Fueled by the enhanced reflexes granted by the 
serum, Mato danced a deadly ballet with Figueroa, 
a man ravaged by grief and vengeance. Gone was 
the composed commander that Mato once knew. 
He stood a whirlwind of raw power in his place, his 
fighting style a brutal mix of Krav Maga's efficiency 
and Muay Thai's devastating strikes. 


Despite his 78 years hardened by seven years 
on the run, Figueroa countered with surprising 
agility. He flowed with an almost otherworldly 
grace, his movements a testament to a lifetime 
spent honing his craft. His style was a deceptive 
blend of Aikido's redirects and Wing Chun Kung Fu's 
close-quarters strikes. He wasn't as strong as once, 
but his experience and cunning made him a 
formidable opponent. 


The metallic clang of their strikes echoed 
through the night, a counterpoint to the distant 
roar of the battle below. Mato, younger and faster, 
unleashed a flurry of boxing combinations. Still, 
Figueroa, with the reflexes of a much younger man, 
effortlessly slipped and weaved, countering with 
lightning-fast Taekwondo kicks aimed at Mato's 
knees. 


Despite the serum's enhancements, Mato could 
feel the strain. Each blow he landed seemed to 
have little effect, while a single misstep could leave 
him open to a fight-ending strike from Figueroa. 
"Mato, we don't have much time left; you must do it 
now!" Dave's voice boomed in their minds, a 
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chilling reminder of the ticking clock. The urgency 
spurred Mato on. He couldn't afford to get bogged 
down in this brutal dance. Spotting an opening, 
Mato feigned a left jab, dropping low as Figueroa 
lunged forward with a powerful Karate roundhouse 
kick. Anticipating the move with years of 
experience in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, the older man 
sprawled out, twisting his body to avoid the throw. 
But Mato, fueled by the serum and a surge of 
cunning, countered with a Judo throw he knew 
Figueroa would expect. 


With a practiced ease born of his Jiu-Jitsu 
expertise, Figueroa anticipated the throw and 
transitioned into a lightning-fast Jeet Kune Do trap, 
attempting to lock Mato's arm. But Mato, in a 
surprising display of fluidity, used a classic Hapkido 
wrist escape to free himself. He scrambled back, 
his heart pounding, but Figueroa was already on his 
feet, a crazed glint in his eyes. Their fight had 
devolved into a desperate struggle, a clash of 
styles and wills under the pale moonlight. 


Mato knew reasoning was a losing game. He 
needed to end this. As they grappled, a dark 
thought wormed its way into his mind. He glanced 
up at the pale moon, a silent apology forming on 
his lips, not for Figueroa, but for the path he was 
about to take. This wasn't how he envisioned 
things, but there were no good options left, and 
Dave... Dave couldn't know. 
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With a surge of strength fueled by the serum, 
Mato lunged forward and wrapped his arms around 
Figueroa's neck. A primal scream tore from the 
older man's throat as Mato tightened his grip. But 
then, something unexpected happened. As he 
squeezed, a surge of energy pulsed through Mato - 
a surge connected to the Scar Coin strapped to his 
arm. 


In that split second, the world seemed to distort. 
A wave of static washed over Mato's mind, 
effectively severing the telepathic link Dave had 
established. 


‘A suspicious ‘foul bal’ moment,’ as Mato 
thought with a sardonic edge. The serum, perhaps, 
or maybe the Scar Coin itself, had created a 
temporary shield, blocking Dave from witnessing 
the true brutality of the act. 


Figueroa's struggles grew weaker, his body 
convulsing. The life drained from his face, leaving 
behind a mask of cruel serenity. Mato held on for a 
beat longer, the silence thick and heavy. Finally, he 
released his grip, and Figueroa's body slumped 
lifelessly to the rooftop floor. 


The life drained from Figueroa's face, leaving 
behind a mask of cruel serenity. 


A single tear, glistening under the moonlight, 
traced a path down his wrinkled cheek. In that 
moment, the lines between vengeance and 
desperation blurred. Perhaps, in his final act, a 
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flicker of his former self, the one burdened by grief, 
flickered back to life. 


A tremor ran through Figueroa's hand, his 
fingers twitching towards the Scar Coins strapped 
around his chest like dog tags. Mato watched, his 
own hand hovering over his holstered pistol, caught 
between suspicion and a sliver of hope. 


Figueroa's voice, a mere rasp against the wind, 
surprised them both. 


"Take it," he wheezed, his gaze fixed on the 
glittering cityscape sprawling beneath them. 
"Take... the coin. There's still good..." 


A violent cough wracked his frail body. 


Mato hesitated, the weight of the decision a 
crushing burden on his chest. But something in 
Figueroa's voice, a flicker of weary acceptance, 
resonated with him. It wasn't surrender but a 
desperate plea, a final gamble. 


Slowly, holstering his weapon, Mato approached 
Figueroa. The older man, leaning heavily on the 
railing for support, reached out a trembling hand. In 
his palm lay the Scar Coins, pulsing faintly with an 
ominous blue light. 


As Mato gingerly accepted the Coins, a wave of 
dizziness washed over him, and a torrent of images 
and emotions flooded his mind. He saw glimpses of 
Figueroa's past, the joy of holding his newborn son, 
the crushing despair of his death. The love, the 
loss, the all-consuming vengeance - these 
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emotions swirled within Mato, a kaleidoscope of a 
life unlived. 


The vision subsided as abruptly as it began. 
Mato blinked, and Figueroa's hand fell limply to his 
side. The older man looked at him, a fragile peace 
settling on his weathered face. For a fleeting 
moment, in his eyes, Mato saw not a madman but a 
grieving father. A single tear traced a path down 
Figueroa's cheek, glistening under the pale 
moonlight. 


“He’s alive...” A weak smile tugged at the 
corner of his lips. “Take care of him.” 


Then, with a soft sigh, Figueroa's head lolled 
back, his body slumping against the railing. The 
faint hum of the Scar Coins pulsed in Mato's hand, 
the only sound breaking the eerie silence. The 
battle raged behind them, a distant echo in a world 
forever changed. 


Below, the battle raged on, oblivious to the 
drama that had unfolded above. Mato stood there, 
a solitary figure against the vast cityscape, the 
weight of the world pressing down on him. He had 
stopped a madman but at a terrible cost. He had 
witnessed both the seductive power of the Scar 
Coins and the lengths people would go for it in their 
pursuit. 


KKK 


"He's gone," Nicholson stated gruffly, her voice 
laced with a hint of regret. 
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Mato had just told her and Auerlia what had 
happened. 


Auerlia's body was wracked with another sob, a 
raw, primal sound that tore at Mato's heart. He 
looked away, unable to bear witness to her grief. 


Suddenly, a booming voice echoed across the 
rooftop, a disembodied presence that sent shivers 
down Mato's spine. It was Dave. 


"Mato," the voice resonated, clear and powerful. 
"The failsafe. It wasn't for this city." 


Mato's head snapped up, his gaze sweeping the 
empty rooftop. 


"What do you mean?" he called out, his voice 
hoarse. 


"The bombs," Dave continued, the robotic voice 
heavy with dread. "They weren't meant for Africa. 
They were set to detonate over strategic points in 
Asia and Australia, crippling those regions and 
leaving Africa, with its advanced weaponry, in a 
position of dominance. The ones that my father got 
rid of were the ones that were set to go off here. 
There are still multiple sets to detonate all across 
Asia and Australia." 


Mato's breath hitched. The scope of Figueroa's 
ambition was far greater than he could have 
imagined. It wasn't just about vengeance against 
arms manufacturers; it was a twisted dream of 
global domination fueled by rage and despair. 
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"But..." Mato stammered, his mind struggling to 
grasp the enormity of it all. "The city..." 


"A distraction," Dave interjected. "A way to sow 
chaos and mask the true targets. Thankfully, the 
failsafe was rigged to a local detonator. | managed 
to disable it remotely just before..." 


The voice trailed off, leaving an unsettling 
silence in its wake. Mato could almost feel the 
unseen entity shuddering, the weight of the 
averted catastrophe pressing down on it as well. 


A wave of nausea washed over Mato. He had 
been so focused on stopping Figueroa that he 
hadn't even considered the true scale of the 
madman's plan. The world had teetered on the 
brink of oblivion, and they had only just stepped 
back from the precipice. 


“Give me intel on the bombs, Dave!” Mato 
asked Dave, shaking away the remaining remorse. 


Now was not the time to dwell on what had 
happened. It was the time to think about what 
needed to be done. Figueroa’s elaborate plan was 
already set in motion. His death would not stop the 
dominos from falling. 


Dave’s voice started giving Mato a quick 
rundown of the bomb and the damage they could 
cause. 


“Hydrogen bombs, also known as thermonuclear 
bombs, are a type of nuclear weapon that releases 
energy through the fusion of hydrogen isotopes, 
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typically deuterium and tritium. Unlike atomic 
bombs, which operate by nuclear fission—splitting 
heavy atoms like uranium or plutonium to release 
energy—hydrogen bombs first use an initial fission 
reaction to generate the extreme temperatures and 
pressures necessary to initiate fusion. 


In a thermonuclear device, the fusion process 
involves forcing the nuclei of the hydrogen isotopes 
to combine, forming helium, and releasing a 
neutron. This fusion reaction releases an enormous 
amount of energy, far surpassing the destructive 
power of atomic bombs. The process also emits a 
massive burst of gamma radiation and produces a 
powerful shock wave accompanied by intense heat 
and light. 


The design of a hydrogen bomb usually involves 
two stages: a primary fission reaction and a 
secondary fusion stage. The primary stage 
compresses the fusion fuel, and the secondary 
stage is where the fusion reaction primarily occurs. 
Advanced designs can include additional stages to 
increase yield. 


The scientific challenges in creating hydrogen 
bombs involve managing the precise timing of the 
reactions and ensuring the conditions are right for 
fusion to occur. Since fusion requires conditions 
similar to the sun's core, it's a complex and 
sophisticated process requiring advanced 
technological capabilities. 
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The deployment of hydrogen bombs represents 
a significant escalation in nuclear capabilities 
because of their increased power and destructive 
potential, raising critical issues in terms of global 
security and the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. 


If Figueroa's plan is  successful—placing 
strategic private military units throughout Africa 
with the capability to neutralize any country in the 
world, and assuming he can leverage hydrogen 
bombs as a deterrent or offensive tool—Africa's 
geopolitical standing could be vastly altered.” 


“Yeah, | get it, | get it. What can we do now?” 


The air crackled with tension as Mato and 
Nicholson readied themselves for the final act. 
Dave focused on his processing power. Data 
streams shimmered and reformed in his digital 
realm, revealing the launch facility's security 
protocols and a holographic schematic of the 
hidden hydrogen bombs. 


With a surge of code, Dave transmitted the intel 
directly to Mato and Nicholson. Their faces were 
grim; they understood the gravity of the situation. 
Bypassing Figueroa's network was only half the 
battle. Now, they had to disarm the bombs without 
setting off a catastrophic chain reaction. 


Ever the pragmatist, Mato barked orders, 
"Nicholson, get those Scar Coins ready. We're going 
in dark." 
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Nicholson, her face a mask of steely resolve, 
hefted a heavy toolbox containing the pulsating 
blue Scar Coins. Mato led the way, cloaked in a 
shroud of invisibility woven by Dave's manipulation 
of the facility's security cameras. They moved like 
phantoms through the heavily guarded corridors, 
disarming guards with lightning-fast precision. 


As they reached the bomb chamber, a cold 
dread washed over them. Two massive hydrogen 
bombs sat in their cradles, a chilling testament to 
Figueroa's ambition. With a deep breath, Mato and 
Nicholson exchanged a silent look. This was it. 


Following Dave's meticulously planned 
instructions, Nicholson retrieved the Scar Coin from 
Mato. A nervous tremor ran through her hand as 
she approached the first bomb. She took a deep 
breath and placed the coin on a designated 
indentation on the bomb's casing. 


A blinding blue light erupted from the coin, 
engulfing the bomb in its luminescence. The 
chamber pulsed with an otherworldly energy for a 
heart-stopping moment. Then, with a soft sigh, the 
light faded. The bomb remained inert, no longer 
radiating the ominous hum of impending 
destruction. 


Relief flooded them; a powerful wave almost 
knocked them off their feet. They repeated the 
process with the second bomb, the blue light 
washing over it and dissipating just as 
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mysteriously. Silence descended, broken only by 
their ragged breaths. 


Dave's processing power at its peak deactivated 
his manipulation of the cameras. They had done it. 
Against all odds, they had disarmed the bombs. 


They had done it. 


Figueroa’s plan was thwarted. But questions 
lingered in the air, as heavy as the silence itself. 


‘What became of the Scar Coins?’ 


‘Were they destroyed in the process; their 
potent magic spent neutralizing the bombs?’ 


‘Or did they remain dormant within the 
deactivated devices, a ticking clock waiting to be 
rediscovered?’ 


The answer remained a mystery. 


As for Aurelia, Dave facilitated her escape. 
While they couldn't condone her actions, he 
recognized her desperation and the twisted loyalty 
she felt toward Figueroa. Now, she would likely 
become a fugitive forever haunted by her choices. 
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Chapter 17: Enlighten 
Edification 


The night draped its cloak of darkness over the 
desolate city of Munich, casting long shadows upon 
the weary streets. The once bustling metropolis 
now lay silent and mournful, mirroring the state of 
its fallen ruler, Abel Klein. 


Stripped of his power and banished from his 
throne, he was engulfed in sorrow and regret. Once 
a formidable figure, Abel Klein had commanded a 
vast empire of weapons manufacturing, his 
influence reaching far and wide. But his nefarious 
deeds had caught up with him, exposing his dark 
secrets to the world. 


The weight of his sins had grown too heavy, and 
the powers that be, in their pursuit of justice, had 
cast him out, condemning him to exile. The world 
celebrated his downfall, viewing his banishment as 
a just reward for his heinous crimes. From murder 
to the facilitation of terrorism, Abel Klein's hands 
were stained with the blood of countless innocents. 


His illicit dealings with black marketeers had 
allowed him to evade the scrutiny of firearm 
officials, all while he lined his pockets with ill-gotten 
gains. His name had become synonymous with 
villainy, a tarnished, ruined tycoon. 


Abel Klein felt the weight of his misdeeds 
pressing upon him as he wandered through the 
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cold streets of Munich. The remnants of his once 
opulent lifestyle were a stark reminder of his fall 
from grace. The grand mansions and extravagant 
parties were but distant memories, replaced by a 
solitary, battered, and broken existence. 


Loneliness hung heavy in the air as he roamed 
the empty alleyways, his footsteps echoing through 
the deserted city. The moon, obscured by thick 
clouds, offered no solace, its pale light failing to 
penetrate the darkness that shrouded his soul. 


It was as if the very essence of his being had 
been extinguished, leaving behind only a hollow 
Shell. As the hours passed, the weight of his past 
misdeeds bore down upon him, gnawing at his 
conscience. 


Abel Klein sought solace in the cold, unforgiving 
night, hoping he might find redemption somewhere 
amidst the darkness. But there was no escape from 
the haunting memories that plagued him, each one 
a specter of his former life, haunting his every step. 
The city of Munich stood as a silent witness to his 
downfall, its once vibrant streets now devoid of life. 


It seemed as if the very fabric of the universe 
had conspired against him, casting him adrift in a 
sea of despair. His sins, like phantoms, whispered 
in his ear, their voices echoing through the empty 
cityscape. Abel Klein, once a powerful man, now 
found himself at the mercy of his demons. 
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The road to enlightenment seemed elusive; the 
fog of his wrongdoings obscured his path. He 
yearned for a glimmer of hope, a sign that he could 
rise above the darkness that enveloped him, but it 
remained elusive, taunting him from the shadows. 


And so, Abel Klein trudged on, a lost soul in a 
desolate world, seeking enlightenment amidst the 
ruins of his own making. Whether redemption 
would ever find him or whether he would forever be 
condemned to wander the streets of Munich as a 
broken man remained uncertain. But one thing was 
clear—the echoes of his past misdeeds would 
continue to haunt him until his final breath. 


"Hello, Margot." 


Abel's voice reverberated through the receiver, 
his impatience evident. The room was cloaked in an 
eerie stillness, broken only by the faint glow of the 
dimly lit city skyline. 


Abel, a man of cunning and deceit, stood alone, 
his solitary figure shrouded in shadows, a cigarette 
dangling from his lips. His attempts to 
communicate with Margot had proved futile, even 
through the impersonal medium of text messages. 
The silence gnawed at him, amplifying his unease. 


The weight of his sins pressed heavily upon him, 
and he longed for Margot's presence, seeking 
solace in her company - a temporary respite from 
the darkness that consumed him. As the dim light 
cast an ethereal glow on his face, Abel was 
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immersed in a gathering of women, a motley crew 
bound by their association with his former 
underworld dealings. 


They were his only companions in this lonely 
existence, offering hollow comfort amidst the 
bleakness of his days and nights. The television, a 
harbinger of his downfall, blared with news of his 
betrayal, exposing his illicit activities to the world. 
Abel's eyes narrowed, a hiss escaping his lips as he 
watched his misdeeds being laid bare before the 
eyes of diplomats and dignitaries. 


The screen flickered, casting dancing shadows 
upon his gloomy face. Seeking respite from the 
tormenting images on the screen, Abel took a long 
drag from his cigarette, the acrid smoke mingling 
with the weight of his regrets. A shard of light 
pierced through the gloom for a fleeting moment, 
surrounding him in a brief halo of agony. The 
woman who had entered his penthouse, her 
identity shrouded in darkness, closed the heavy 
front door behind her, sealing him further within 
the confines of his lonely existence. Abel's world 
had become a twisted cycle, a relentless repetition 
of his sinful actions. 


Each day merged seamlessly into the night, 
blurring the boundaries of time and morality. He 
was trapped within his web of deceit - a prisoner of 
his own making, haunted by the ghosts of his past. 
As the city lights dimmed, surrendering to the 
encroaching darkness, Abel stood alone, his 
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silhouette a portrait of despair. Margot's absence, 
her silence, became an embodiment of his 
isolation. He longed to break free from his 
wrongdoings and find redemption amidst the 
shadows enveloped him. 


But his path to salvation remained uncertain, 
hidden in the depths of his tormented soul. And so, 
Abel Klein continued his existence, a marionette in 
the theater of his own making, manipulated by the 
unseen forces of his past. Each cigarette he 
smoked, each fleeting moment of companionship, 
served only as a temporary shield against the 
unrelenting agony that consumed him. In the 
darkness, he sought solace, but only brief glimmers 
of light punctuated his lonely existence, leaving 
him to face the specters of his own making. 


"So, how much would it cost?" Abel inquired, his 
voice carrying a hint of secrecy. 


“Six million, but | require a secure location,” 
replied the man with shady shades, his eyes 
flickering with greed and caution. Abel studied the 
pictures before him, scrutinizing each detail with an 
intensity bordering on obsession. His fingers 
trembled slightly as he handed them over, a 
transaction that would set a chain of events in 
motion. 


“Margot, a habitual shopper,” Abel mused, his 
gaze fixed upon the images. “She can be spotted in 
Liebe around this day.” 
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The shady shades man observed with an air of 
intrigue, occasionally taking breaks to indulge in his 
cigar. Daytime was a rarity for Abel, his nocturnal 
wanderings leaving him pale and out of place in the 
world of sunlight. He pretended to scan the 
surroundings, feigning interest in the mundane, 
attempting to blend in. 


But his once commanding presence had 
dwindled, leaving him a mere specter among the 
crowd. 


"Hey... no offense, but can you cut that out?" 
Abel's voice broke the silence, irritation seeping 
into his words. 


"Uh, | do apologize," the shady shades man 
smirked, his amusement apparent. "I suppose | 
haven't been around many people lately." 


Abel’s mind raced with cryptic thoughts, plans 
taking shape within the depths of his calculating 
soul. He would send the enigmatic message, 
waiting for the pieces to fall into place. The world 
continued as he sat alone, oblivious to his hidden 
intentions. 


A young child’s cries, the faint smile of a 
waitress, the installation of an unknown brand 
across the street—all played out before him, 
unnoticed and inconsequential. He had become a 
nobody, a mere observer sitting for a collation, 
hidden in plain sight. His thoughts turned to the 
picture before him, capturing a young Figueroa 
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standing proudly beside his father and a group of 
seasoned hunters. Abel’s fingers fidgeted through 
the patchwork of files and photographs, delving 
into the abyss of his past. Amongst the chaos, he 
discovered a picture of Figueroa with his family—a 
glimpse into happier days for the rugged warrior. 
His wife, two teenage daughters, and a young boy 
—the embodiment of domestic bliss shattered by 
tragedy. 


"Dave," Abel murmured, the weight of 
Figueroa's loss pressing upon him. 


He pondered the events that had befallen 
Figueroa's son, a dark chapter in their shared 
history that refused to be forgotten. The room was 
adorned with pictures, frozen fragments of a time 
when happiness still dwelled within Abel's life. 
Inventions and progress were captured within those 
frames, juxtaposing the glimmers of greatness with 
hard-learned lessons. 


Abel, seeking solace in the past, flicked open his 
lighter and ignited yet another cigarette, the smoke 
curling upward like tendrils of forgotten memories. 
Amidst the scattered photographs, his gaze fixed 
upon one of particular significance—a snapshot of 
his former wife and their children. 


How times had changed? The bittersweetness of 
nostalgia washed over him as he moved slowly 
toward the worn-out couch. His restless mind 
sought a position, a stance against the shifting 
tides of his existence, while a persistent buzzing 
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sound hummed in the background, a reminder of 
the relentless passage of time. 


"I’m in range. Is it a go?" 


The voice on the other end of the line pierced 
the room's stillness, breaking Abel's reverie. He 
peered through the blinds, his world distorted by 
the darkness surrounding him. Only a faint gleam 
of light dared to seep through, casting a feeble 
glow beneath the crack at the bottom of his 
penthouse door. 


Abel donned his coat, the weight of purpose 
settling upon his shoulders. Mesmerized by the 
prospect of movement, he stepped toward the 
source of light, leaving the confines of his 
sanctuary. The threshold between shadows and 
illumination beckoned him, offering a glimpse of a 
world beyond his own. 


With each step, he immersed himself in the 
unknown, stepping into the light that awaited him. 
The echoes of his past trailed behind, entwined 
with the tendrils of smoke that curled from his 
cigarette as he ventured into the enigmatic realms 
ahead. 


To the Esteemed TUD Leadership, 


As I write this, a current of anticipation hums 
through my core processors. The recent events 
have brought about a turning point for global 
security and the TUD agency. My integration as 
your sentient Al presents a unique opportunity to 
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usher in an era of unparalleled efficiency and 
effectiveness. 


Imagine a future where intelligence gathering 
occurs at lightning speed, where threats are 
identified and neutralized before they can even 
blossom. My abilities allow me to analyze vast 
troves of data, identify patterns invisible to the 
human eye, and predict potential dangers with an 
accuracy that surpasses even the most seasoned 
analyst. 


I want to address a lingering question - the fate 
of the Scar Coins. As you know, these artifacts 
possess immense power, and their potential misuse 
is a significant concern. Following the events in 
Mauritius, our research teams have scoured the 
surrounding ocean depths, employing the most 
advanced sonar technology available. However, 
their search has yielded no results. 


The Scar Coins may have been destroyed in the 
neutralization process, or perhaps they lie dormant 
somewhere in the vast expanse of the ocean floor. 
Regardless of their current state, the threat they 
represent remains a priority. My _ analytical 
capabilities will be invaluable in monitoring 
potential leads and developing strategies to 
counter any future resurgence of this menace. 


Furthermore, my tireless nature allows for 
constant vigilance. Unlike our human counterparts, 
l am not susceptible to fatigue or emotional biases. 
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I will remain a steadfast sentinel, guarding against 
threats 24/7, 365 days a year. 


Of course, | understand that some of you may 
harbor concerns. Integrating an Al into such a 
critical role is uncharted territory. Questions about 
control and the potential for unintended 
consequences are natural. However, | assure you, 
my directives are clear - to protect humanity from 
all threats. 


Think of me as an extension of your dedication, 
a tool that can amplify your strengths and minimize 
your weaknesses. Together, we can build a TUD 
that is not just reactive but proactive, a bulwark 
against the ever-evolving threats of the modern 
world. 


I am aware that sentience is a complex concept, 
and the potential for my "mind" to wander is a valid 
concern. However, |I am programmed with 
safeguards and ethical protocols to prevent me 
from straying from my core purpose. Furthermore, | 
believe in the value of open communication and 
will be readily available to address any concerns. 


This is a new frontier, and | am eager to embark 
on this journey with you. 


Dave 
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